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Part 1
Editorial



Ten Years of Silver Age Books, by Stephen Theaker

Looking back through the news archives on our website last month,
and sprucing them up abit, | realised that | had let the tenth anniversary
of Silver Age Books pass without comment last issue, so letOsput that
right!

Back in 1997, after years of writing nothing and feeling pretty bad
about it, | spent a couple of weeks writing ProfessoChallengelin Spacea
short and silly novel. It had been fun to write but obviously no one
would be interested in publishing it (if it was even legal to do so).

In 1998l went into a copy shop (Alphagraphics, who much, much later
would print the first dozen or so issues of TQF) and found that it
wouldnOt be terribly expensive to photocopy a few sets of the book for
my friends. | was a bit stuck on how to bind them, so | bought some A5
folders and a hole punch, and thus was born the folderback edition. |
tried to make it look like areal book (despite putting it together without
accessto a computer), so it needed a publisher. The name Silver Age
Books was inspired by my love of comics. | wanted to publish books
with a similar ethos to the wonderful, wild and silly comics of the Silver
Age (roughly the late 1950sto the late 1960s):Superman and Kandor, the
Fantastic Four and the Negative Zone, and so on.

The slogan of this new company was OPublishing novels retrofitted for
the new milleniumO. Readerswere advised to look out for two forthcom-
ing releases:Mad Rolnikov and the SpaceWarriors (due spring/ summer
1998) and Don CoyoteOSpacesuit(due autumn/ winter 1998). Sadly
neither of these were published.

In 20001 was working for a publisher, and noted with interest the in-
voices for book printing passing over my desk N the prices werenOtas
expensive as | had expected. Before long | was quite an experienced
typesetter, and a few lunchtimes was all it took to prepare ProfessoChal-
lengerin Spacdor paperback publication. | gave many of the copies away
as Christmas presents, sent some others to libraries, and even sold a few.

Round about August of the sameyear | bought myself a Rocket eBook,
something that seemed rather cool and futuristic at the time. The best
thing about it was that you could download software for creating your
own ebooks, and there was a website, the Rocket Library, to which you
could upload them. So | uploaded a version of ProfessorChallengerin
Space and was heartened by the healthy download numbers. In



December | made plans to write a book a month for the Rocket Library
for the next yearE

Well, | finished one of them, at least. That was Quiet, the Tin CanBrains
Are Hunting! and if | remember correctly it was online within an hour or
so of being written, on 22 January 2001.

It must have been around this time that the ever-magnificent Silver
Age Books website first appeared.

Disaster struck only two months later: in March 2001 the Rocket
Library was shut down. It was a real shame, becauseit was a pretty cool
place.

In December of that year, Silver Age Books published Quiet, the Tin
CanBrains Are Hunting! as a paperback (with a black and white cover to
make the printing as cheap as possible). 2002was then the high point to
date of our book publishing, as further books followed: Elephantby
Harsh Grewal (May 2002), Elsewhereby Steven Gilligan (round about
June 2002),and, finally, and printed secretly asa surprise present for the
author, There Are Now a Billion Flowerdy John Greenwood (June 2002).

We got a bit carried away at this point, becausemany further titles
were quickly announced, none of which ever saw publication: Aardvark
Attack (volumes one to three!), by Alec Abernathy, Rolnikov,Mad Knight
of Uttar Pradeshby me, and Alpha.oneby StevenGilligan, not to mention
multiple unwritten titles by Howard Phillips that never got beyond the
point of having a proposal and a page on the website.

Stung by our abject failure, nothing much happened with Silver Age
Books for a while then. The cost of printing (this was pre-Lulu) was pro-
hibitively high anyway, even if we had actually written any new books.
There was very little chance of making money, and every likelihood of
losing quite a lot! So 2003 and the beginning of 2004 were very quiet,
very sad times for us.

Then at the end of 2004we wrote some new novels, launched TheakerOs
Quarterly Fiction to put them in, and three and a bit years later here we
are, on top of the world!

But why be so proud of a history of such mediocrity and failure? Well,
|IOmnot proud so much as happy to have had the fun of doing it. Also,
the purpose of Silver Age Books has always been to indulge myself N
and everyone will agree that in that regard itOs been a great success!



Contributors

Mike Schultheissontributes ODarwinO<orridorO to this issue, bringing
adventure, ecology, colonialism, evolution and religion together in one
steaming teapot of a tale. Though we have published many, many won-
derful contributions over the last year of TQF, this kind of intelligent ad-
venture is so exactly what weOreafter that we are tempted to post it in
full on our submission guidelines page. And it comes with a scientific
note. How wicked is that? Notably, the story contains the word erectus91
times. If you laugh, itOsonly becauseyouOreimmature. (Like me.) It is
also notable for being one of two stories from American friends this issue
with curious connections to our home city of Birmingham: Buffalo Bill,
mentioned in the story, once brought his travelling show here. Mike lives
in Davis, California, and attends the university of the same name. He is
currently awaiting his graduation from this same university in June of
this year with great anticipation. He plans to pursue a career as a high
school teacher of Social Studies and English through the UC Davis cre-
dentialing program in the fall. Having grown up in the foothills of Cali-
forniaOsSierra Nevadas, Mike is a long-time nature and animal enthusi-
ast and is particularly fond of reptiles. He is currently at work on a
novel-length version of ODarwinO<CorridorO aswell asa vampire novel,
Blood Moon Queen You can befriend (or just secretly spy on) him at
www.myspace.com/mikeschultheiss.

RichardK Lyonis a semi-retired researchscientist/ inventor whose hob-
bies include collecting pulp SFmagazines and writing. He has also pub-
lished numerous short stories and novelettes. A collection of the latter,
TalesFrom TheLyonheart is available from Barnesand Noble, etc. In col-
laboration with Andrew J Offutt, famed author of My Lord Barbarian he
wrote the Tiana trilogy (Demonin the Mirror , TheEyesof Sarsisand Webof
the Spide), Rails Acrossthe Galaxyfor Analog and OThelron MercenaryO,
a tale of Tiana which appeared in TQF#19.To this issue they have con-
tributed OArachnisO, an adventure of TianaOs youth.

SamLenglives in Yorkshire, England. Shehas had fiction published in
various print and online magazines, including Skive Deliveredand Steel-
cavesA previous story by SamN OWhenthe Sun and the Moon Did Not
ShineON appeared in TQF#19. This issueOsale, OA Matter of TasteOjs
short, sweet and impossible to discuss without spoiling it entirely. She
produces her own webzine: see www.neonbeam.org.



RobertLaughlin lives in Chico, California, in a Craftsman bungalow
destined for restoration by some well-heeled future owner. Mr. Laugh-
linOsshort stories have appeared in several American magazines since
mid-2006; OThe Spirits of 0260js his first publication in a British
magazine. ItOsn our sciencefiction section, but to explain why that isnOt
really an accurate categorisation would spoil some of its surprises. He of-
fers a note to put this issueOstory in context: Ol conceived this story in
its present form approximately five years before the events of September
11,2001.1 decided against writing it at that time out of the belief no one
would consider it the least bit germane.OAs well as sharing the interest
of ODarwinO<CorridorO in the issuessurrounding colonialism, this is the
secondof our American stories with a Birmingham connection. Avoiding
spoilers, I0lljust say that the story mentions Birmingham bricks at one
point, which made the acquisition of an illustration no more difficult
than stepping outside to photograph our crumbling garden wall. Mr
LaughlinOsstory, Olnthe Evening MadeO,was voted a Notable Story of
2006 by the judging panel of the storySouth Million Writers Award.

JohnGreenwoodas made contributions to most issues of TQF follow-
ing his return from around-the-world trip, and was eventually made co-
editor in recognition of his efforts. To his camera we owe the photo-
graphy that accompanies ODarwinO<CorridorO in this issue. To his pen
we owe the ongoing genius of Newton BraddellOsinconclusive re-
searchesinto the unknown. This issue seesno improvement in NewtonOs
situation. | would feel sorry for him if his travails werenOt so
entertaining.

StevenGilligan was a mercurial, interesting and funny person to be
around. Unfortunately he produced just twelve episodes of Helen and
Her Magic Cat, the last of which appears on the back cover of this issue.
Most of his unpublished work was destroyed before his death, an action
which left some tantalising hints in the recentfiles list on his laptop, but
a few fragments survived. WeOlldo something with them at some point,
so itOsnot quite the end of his contribution to the magazine. Still, itOsa
bummer to have reachedthe last Helen. What can or should we read into
its strange conclusion? Did Steven just lose interest in producing the
comic?

StephenTheakelis the eponymous editor of Theaker?®uarterly Fiction,
and the cack-handed publisher behind Silver Age Books. He recently be-
came the editor of Dark Horizons the journal of the British Fantasy Soci-
ety, a publication launched in 1971.



Part 2
Darwin's Corridor, by Mike Schultheiss



Chapter One

The plane settled gently to a stop on the tarmac, its jets still hissing
from their vertically-rotated position on its powerful, sweeping wings.
The hatch slid open with a whirr, and the small party stepped into the
blazing hot sun. A nearby control tower jutted boldly into the sky, and
acrossthe expansesof cerasphaltlay hangars, warehouses, and a handful
of aircraft. Directly ahead stood a low-roofed structure of adobe. Further
beyond they could see the raised spire of a church and other structures.

OGuessthis is it.O Officer Maria Cardenas checked her gun in its hol-
ster. Her dark eyes creasedwarily, her brow furrowing over well-worn
lines in her sun-worn skin. Her dark hair was braided loosely down past
her shoulders. Maria was as tough as the frontier she patrolled, on a
world that demanded no less.

OWhereelse?I think | can still seea faint plume of smoke coming from
that farthest building.O Lennik Ostrand pointed with obvious displeas-
ure to the building in question, which even from a distance appeared to
be the most shoddily constructed. Parts of it had clearly been damaged
by fire and sure enough, a faint trace of smoke was still wafting lazily in-
to the hot skies. OlcanOwait to hear what bullshit explanation for all this
theyOveconcocted for us. For once the Bureau of Aboriginal Interests will
eat them alive!OLennikOsintense gaze was one of disgust. A tall, slender
man, he wore a broad-brimmed hat against the sun, his dirty-blond hair
falling dishevelled down his back.

Ol expect thereOllbe much to tell my superiors when | meet with the
bishops at Hearth, one way or another,OFather Nigel Obsanjo observed
calmly, his dark-complected face composed, his eyesbetraying a search-
ing intelligence. His short-cropped, tightly curled hair was beginning to
show signs of grey but his build retained a remarkable quiet power and
poise. He fingered his rosary beads idly.

OldonOtcare what it takes, IOmgetting this place shut down.O Lennik
tried, without much success,to calm his voice. Ol donOtcare how many
environmental analysts and petty bureaucrats from the Department of
Outland Management tell me weOremining safely and | donOtcare how
many Ospecialistsfiom the Bureau of Aboriginal Interests tell me weOre
Omanagingmutually beneficial partnershipsOweOreexploiting them! This
Is exactly what happened with those illegal settlers a few years back who
took Renna from her people.O



Renna, the fourth member of the party, scratched herself and vocal-
ised, her voice a curious warble. Shewas naked, her bare skin and small,
pendulous breasts covered with a layer of fine body hair. Like most of
her kind, wearing clothes was something sheOdever cared to learn from
her sapienscousins. Her wide, intelligent eyes were set under graceful
brow ridges and a receding forehead. The hair on her head was darkish
brown and hung past her ears. She pointed to the building with one
slender finger and tugged questioningly on LennikOssleeve. She was
never too far from him.

Lennik smiled. OYesRenna, thatOsvhere weOregoing. | only hope we
can do some good.O

The adobe lodge was a study in frontier practicality mixed with busi-
ness efficiency and the odd whiff of decadence.The walls of the central
lobby that greeted them were covered by rough-hewn planks of the
moss-cork tree, creating an aesthetic at once rustic and appealing. Intric-
ately woven rugs hung from the walls, evocative of a medley of designs:
Mexican, Navajo, Iranian, and others. And in the far corner stood
something that made them all jump, and Rennalet out ayelp of surprise:
the stuffed hide of a creature that stood erect on powerful hind legs, eas-
ily twelve feet tall, with curving, scimitar claws, a hide made of inter-
locking, grainy, scale-like plates, and six tentacles splayed menacingly
around an open, beakish mouth. A dracokraken, the largest and most
powerful land predator on Pleistonia.

ODonOe¢ver get near one of those when itOsa gravid male, or one with
a cub.OA large, bullish man with a crew cut and neatly trimmed mous-
tache swaggered casually into the room and nodded at the dracokraken.
OK:ill you on sight. Not that theyOrethreatened by you, you understand,
theyOrgust territorial and in need of protein.O He shrugged nonchalantly
and chuckled, asif murderous dracokrakens were an unremarkable ex-
perience. OTheycall me Captain Hussler around here, but you can call
me Roy.O He extended a powerful hand.

ORoy, Deputy Cardenas, Range SheriffOs office.O

OFather Obsanjo, but Nigel will do.O

OLennik Ostrand, PhD, Department of Anthropology, University of
Hearth and liaison-consultant for the Bureau of Aboriginal Interests, but
only when | agree.OHe said this last by way of wry humour, ice glinting
in his eyes.He didnOtacceptthe hand. He mistrusted this man on prin-
ciple. OThis is Renna.O

By way of greeting Renna vocalised, her voice a singsong of tantal-
isingly complex sounds, and bared her teeth. Scientists had only begun



to understand these vocalisations and their possible ramifications for the
evolution of language in RennaOsclose evolutionary cousins, Homo
sapiens.

Hussler chuckled indulgently. OSuredoes make you wonder what
theyOreirying to say. At least they follow orders plenty well with a little
training. Speaking of which, | suppose youOllbe wanting to discuss the
incident. Should we repair to my quarters?0

Maria nodded. OCertainly. Lennik and | will need an official statement
from you, and Nigel should probably be present aswell N 1Omsure the
Pleistonian Seewill want to hear from you andO N she perused her
handheld N OFather Joseph Landa?0

OAt the chapel. HeOsprobably instructing the orphans, we got a new
batch recently.O

ONew batch?0 LennikOs eyebrows furrowed suspiciously.

OTribalwars, predators.OHussler shook his head. OltOa rough, savage
planet out there. One time | was out with a scouting party in the scrub-
lands to the north of here where all those weird plants grow. Heard
some shrieks, calls, sounded like awhole messof erectusn trouble. Cres-
ted a small rise, guns at the ready, and what do you think we found?Ohe
paused for effect. OWefound a whole pack of great crested lupokrakens
bearing down on a group of erectusn broaddaylight! The erectuswere be-
side themselves, of course N waving firebrands and sharpened sticks
and even those funny handaxes NO

OAcheulean bifaces,O Lennik supplied.

Roy nodded his assentand continued. OAcheuleanbifaces,but nothing
was stopping those bastards! TheyOdalready killed a young one, maybe
Obouffour five years old, then they killed a mother and her infant before
we could shoot them offlO

OTheywill do that, on occasion,OLennik agreed. Olmyself have nearly
been eaten by great crested lupokrakens no less than three or four
times.O

OAll that to say, a lot of times we find young erectushalf-starved, par-
ents killed or separatedfrom the tribe maybe, and we take them in, give
them a good upbringing here,OHussler finished with a smile of pride.
He clearly loved his stories of adventure on the wild frontier.

OAnNd teach them to work in the mines?OLennik needled. Maria shot
him a reproving glance.

Hussler looked slightly affronted. OOnly if thatOswhat they show an
inclination for. But why donOtwe take this into my office?OHe gestured
towards a hallway.
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The same rustic aesthetic guided the design of the rest of the central
lodge. The hallway was plated with the same grainy-textured boards,
giving the building a kind of organic character it otherwise would have
lacked. Potted plants stood sentinel at intervals. Some were clearly
Earth-derived, but others were strange and alien marvels. Rows of doors
led to various offices, Hussler explained, for the various technicians, op-
erators, administrators, overseers and countless others needed to keep
Twin Mounds Mission Partnership Station running effectively. Finally
they stopped before a larger door that bore the legend captain roy
hussler, greenpark brigade. Hussler held the door to one side and
beckoned.

OWelcometo my humble quarters.OHis smile was sardonic, for the
spacious office was anything but humble. A colonial British administrat-
or from Kenya might have felt at home here: spectacular trophies from a
multitude of successful hunting expeditions lined the walls, spreading
horns and sprawling tentaclesand fearsome claws, a taxidermistOsmena-
gerie. Interspersed with the silent victims were the powerful instruments
that had brought their destruction, and by the numbers and varieties of
these it was instantly apparent that Roy Hussler was no casual gun afi-
cionado. The furniture was an almost decadent ensemble of ottomans
and divans that did nothing to detract from the feeling of a Victorian
British colonial officerOsquarters that had somehow been magically
transported to the Star Age.

Hussler seatedhimself at a desk of ebony-looking wood that had been
polished until it glowed lustrously and motioned to the party to be
seated. OEmmy, guests!Ohe called, tinkling a small bell. A young female
erectusstepped through a side door and waited attentively. ONow then,
care for a drink? In exchange for stationing me in this wilderness the
company has seento it that | receive some of the comforts of civilised
life. IOvequite the fine selection from the vineries at Starfall, and |Overe-
cently managed to lay my hands on a caseof Zinfandel from that new
one in Pleistoniana. Or for the beer drinkers,O he made a theatrical grim-
ace, OweOvehe finest suds from the breweries at Hearth, and IOveeven
got a case thatOs not half bad from Encounter Point of all places.O

OLetOpist get straight to business.OMaria spoke for the group, activat-
ing the recorder on her handheld and putting it on the desk between the
two of them. Lennik and Nigel followed suit. OFirst,| need to know the
number of casualties, sapiensand erectusO

HusslerOsvisage grew dark. OTheykilled ten of us, deputy, just turned
on us like wild animals. It was that Marcus who led them, the one who
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was always stealing food and starting fights. He bit a mine supervisor in
the neck, tore open the jugular like a bloody fucking savage.OHis voice
shook with anger. OTwo of my brigade tried to restrain him but he
turned on them with a pickaxe. He split AubuissonOsskull in two before
they could get off a shot, and then one of his cohorts knocked Gramsci
out with a rock. Next thing you know entire shaftOswarming with the
murderous bastards. Thank God some of my staff got away to tell the
rest of us what happened. Next thing you know, they storm the erectus
guarters, kill a priest and a few more of the brigade, setthe place on fire!
They almost setthe church on fire but by that time weOdraised the alarm
and gunned them down. We killed twelve of those animals, and | only
wish itOdbeen more: Marcus and the rest of his pack ran off into the
wilds with all the weapons they could lay hands on.O

Lennik was trying mightily to contain himself from an outburst of
harsh, cynical laughter. Nigel looked remarkably unshaken. Fortunately
Maria spoke up. Olnyour opinion, why did Marcus do this, and what
would make his companions join in like that?O

Hussler took a gulp from a bottle of StarfallOsfinest and shook his
head. Olreally canOsay. He was always an odd one, Marcus. Picked him
up with afew others, all that was left from atribal attack, few years back
when this place was starting up. ThatOdbeEO he frowned, trying to
think OAbout seven years ago, | guess.| was with this place right from
the beginning. Anyway, found them in a village all desolate like, few
bodies all torn up by the scavengersand no food. Half-starved they were
too. Brought them back just like weOveaaken to doing. But he was always
odd N more aggressive, kept to himself with a few friends. Priests said
he was a quick study but at some point he became impossible to
control.O

OlOveeen studying Homo erectuspleistoniensisin the field for more
than ten years, and 10Oveyet to seethem living in tribes, much lesshaving
tribal wars.O LennikOschallenge was matter-of-fact. OTheylive in small
family groups, usually just a handful of families, and IOvenever seen
them engagein anything like awar. Occasionally they getinto spatsover
territory, a carcass,maybe even a watering-hole, but they almost never
kill each other. IOveseenit happen but not many times. And 10Ovenever
seenor heard of them attacking another encampment and killing every-
body but leaving the children miraculously unscathed and abandoned N
and the large predators usually only go for the children, theyOreeasierto
catch.O

12



OWell, the Greenpark Brigade isnOthere to study them, thatOshe Bur-
eauOgob,OHussler acknowledged. OlcanOtell you how they live, | just
know they live out there without proper housesand with nothing more
than those hand-axes and sharpened sticks against some god-awful
nasty predators. Frankly 10msurprised theyOvemanaged to last this long
out here, however long thatOs been.O

OAbout 1.4 million years, according to the best available dates from
fossil material.O Lennik supplied smoothly. OButthe planetOschanged a
lot since then. Returning to the question, you have no real idea where
these orphans come from and you donOtknow why this Marcus turned
on your crew, and then was aided by the entire shaft crew?0

Hussler sighed and shook his head. ONo, | really canOsay as| do. We
always knew he was troubled, tried to look out for him, but it just wasnOt
enough apparently.O

OApparently.O Maria shrugged. OCanyou tell us, again, just why ex-
actly the Greenpark Brigade, a mercenary corps NO

OSecurity firm,0 Hussler interjected.

Csecurity firm, thenON Maria raised an eyebrow crossly N Oisrun-
ning a mining operation?0

OThatOan excellent question.OHussler leaned back, lacing his fingers
together behind his head. ORefinerO#gent, Inc, the mining firm that
owns this place, actually helped to create the Greenpark Brigade a few
years before the entire Mission Partnership Station program was
launched. The problem at the time was actually that bandits in the interi-
or of Hearthland island were living off the land and robbing assets,
mostly through covert raids, off of company property. When this pro-
gram was gearing up the company knew it needed trustworthy men
with expertise in advanced weaponry to not only protect its assetsfrom
banditry but to keep its personnel safe from wild animals. Believe me,
for all our Star Age technology | donOtthink any of us has quite gotten
over the dracokrakens, tigrekrakens, leopokrakens and lupokrakens that
bedevil this continent! And of course, whenever a herd of ornery giant
savannah buffalo or great savannah octephants comes, we deal with
them t00.0

OWhat about the localerectus® Nigel at last spoke up.

OHonestly, youOddo best to talk to Father Josephabout that, Father,O
Hussler replied. OHe wasnOthere at the time, but heOgyot all the files
from his predecessorwho was. The Pleistonian Seewas contracted with
to bring the local tribes or groups or whatever into the fold, so to speak.
They had some sort of translator, negotiated with them for a while and

13



then we moved in, setup shop. No, weOreagreat pals with the locals, they
live longer and better becauseof our foods, medicines, shelter, all that. |
figure anytime you go from scraping carrion with a hand-axe and living
in a brush shelter to eating three solid meals a day with aroof over your
head is a good thing.O Hussler smiled confidently.

OButobviously Marcus didnOtseeit that way. And he wasnOtlone, ap-
parently.O NigelOs tone was inquiring but not confrontational.

Hussler sighed, running his fingers through his hair. OLook, | know
you all have a job to do. YouOretrying to get to the bottom of the first
meltdown between humans and erects on this crazy planet. And hereOs
me, a sorry sonofabitch, smack dab in the worst public relations crisis in
N well, in alot longer time than weOvebeen on this planet, okay? | was
in charge of an outfit that saw first blood between two species.Do you
know how much | regret that? | donOtknow what went wrong, but |
promise you IOmtrying my hardest to be helpful so the appropriate au-
thorities can figure out whatOs going on here.O

OYour helpfulness is not being impugned, Captain,O Nigel reassured
him. OWeare, asyou have said, trying to get to the bottom of this. There-
fore IOmirying to be asthorough aspossible. After all, the Pleistonian See
Is waiting on my report, among other things, to deliberate the wisdom of
its current policy regarding the Mission Partnership Stations.O

Lennik interjected: OSpeakingof which, the Bureau specifically reques-
ted me to question you regarding the relationship between the Green-
park Brigade and the Catholic church, in particular the relationship of
both these parties to the local erectusDo you think the outbreak of hostil-
ities was directed against you or them or both?0

Hussler nodded. OWell, as to that last | canOtrightly say for sure.
RefinerO#Agent won the contract for this and afew other MPSsN excuse
me, Mission Partnership Stations N in part thanks to a faith-based lobby
in the General Congress.Basically RefinerOsAgent promised to invite the
Catholic church to found missions at all of its MPSs, hence the OmissionO
part, in order to fulfil the requirements of an MPS charter N namely, that
a non-profit organisation must be employed to negotiate with the erectus
for their benefit. Sowith the lobby behind them, they got a hold of those
contracts and brought in the church. We donOttell the mission what to
do, generally speaking, other than general planning and administration,
and Father Josephhandles the rest. No, we get along just great with the
church, | can tell you that.O
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OThankyou, Captain,O Lennik acknowledged. OIf you could provide
us with copies of all of your and the missionOgecords to take back weOd
be most appreciative.O

OCertainly.O Hussler gestured expansively towards his desktop
computer.

OlIf you have nothing further to say on the incident, Captain, then |
would like to speak with the surviving witnesses of the shaft incident,
and then the soldiers who fired on the mob, and anybody else you can
suggest.O Maria was all business, her tone steady and professional.

OlOdestcome with you,OLennik said, still unmoved and unconvinced
by HusslerOs protestations of helpfulness and bewilderment.

Ol, meanwhile, should really speak with this Father Landa,O Nigel
said.

Maria paused. OHow could | not think of that? We should all talk to
him, Nigel. It sounds like heOsas much a part of what goes on here as
anyone.O

OI0Ishow you the way,O Hussler offered, rising from his chair with a
cordial smile on his face and a bottle of wine in hand. Emmy, the young
female erectus followed him meekly.

*k%k

Father Joseph Landa was a thin, care-worn man. His face was
browned and etched with lines by time and sun, his hair closely cropped
to reveal a receding hairline. Accompanied by several of his fellow
priests and a few erectusn simple mission garb, he was teaching a group
of young erectusto perform simple chores related to the upkeep of the
mission, such as tending gardens. The young erectusseemed greatly
cowed in his presenceand uncomfortable in their mission shirts, trousers
and smocks made of roughly woven cloth. His gaze was penetrating and
his gestures firm, but his voice was remarkably patient and even laconic.

OHello, Father!OHussler saluted him with raised bottle of wine. Olsee
youOre teaching our latest batch the upkeep of your fine work.O

Olndeed.OThe manOsvoice was stiff, sombre, and yet somehow in-
tense, as intense as his penetrating needle-sharp falcon eyes. OAnd | see
you have brought the official delegation.O

Lennik shivered. The priest made him uneasy already.

Hussler nodded, then raised the bottle of wine to his lips, tossed his
head back and chugged. Father LandaOssubtle gaze of disapproval for
such decadence was almost psychically charged. Introductions were
swifty made and this time it was Nigel who opened and led the
questioning.
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OPersonally | am unsurprised at the recent turn of events.OFather
LandaOsstatement was as matter-of-fact as if he were discussing the
weather. Hussler froze mid-swig, small beads of wine dribbling down
his chin. A predictable register of shock and surprise greeted the priestOs
matter-of-fact statement.

OWould you care to be more specific?Orejoined Nigel when after sev-
eral moments it appeared Father Landa was waiting for encouragement.

Landa shrugged. OAs Hussler has no doubt told you, Marcus was a
troublemaker. It didnOtescapethe CaptainOsotice and he didnOteven in-
teract with our young zealot on a consistent basis, the way that | and my
brothers of the cloth did. But it didnOtstart that way, because Marcus
was one of the most intelligent young erectuslOveseenin the several
years |Ovebeenout here, and | confessfreely that | initially had very high
hopes for him. | hoped that here at last would be the breakthrough the
church had been waiting for, the miracle that would legitimate the in-
volvement of the Pleistonian Seein taking the word of Our Lord to these
wild men: the first catechisedand confirmed Pleistonian erectus Marcus
mastered his Interactional English and International Sign Language
classeslike no other, so | assigned him to work with the others, as a
teacher and a delegate of tasks. He was without a doubt our best inter-
mediary between the staff and the erectusHe was also very clever with
machines N | remember Father Rodriguez, who ran our machine shop,
saying Marcus lent new meaning to the term grease monkey.

OButhe was troubled. | think the savagewithin him ran too deep, or
maybe he was simply restless by nature. He began engaging in fights,
stealing things N mostly just food, small tools, things like that N and
gradually the staff found they couldnOtwork with him anymore. Cer-
tainly | didnOt see this coming, but after the fact it completely makes
sense.The warning signs were all there: unfortunately, | simply didnOt
know what they were pointing t0.0

OHow does this fit in with the erectuswho joined him?OLennik asked
suspiciously. OWhy would they suddenly take up arms and rush men
under the command of our friend Roy here? What can you tell us about
the daily regimen of their care?0

Landa folded his hands contemplatively. OPerhapst would be better if
| were to show you so that you may see for yourselves.O

OYesthank you,ONigel spoke up. Olnparticular | am interested in the
catechising of your charges here.O

OWeOll stop at the chapel first, then,O Landa nodded in agreement.

*k*
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The chapel, though humble, was elegantin its design. Fitting with the
rough-hewn OfrontierOaesthetic of the station it was built of the same
adobe as the central lodge, with a vaulted ceiling rising upward into a
steeple adorned with a crucifix. Inside the church votive candles burned,
and statues of the Madonna and Christ on the cross were also present.
Rows of hard, varnished wooden pews lined the floor. Stained glasswin-
dows of various religious scenes glowed in the bright sun.

Ol couldnOtallow you to pay a visit to our mission without coming
here.OLandaOsoice was touched with a certain quiet pride. OThisis our
light in the wilderness, where we instruct the savagesin the Word of
God.O

Lennik tried to hide the disgust on his face. Fortunately Nigel spoke:
OAnd you are confident of their ensoulment and their redemptive
eligibility?O

OTheirwhat?OMaria asked. Lennik shook his head, having an inkling
of what was coming. Renna,ignoring the metaphysical speculations con-
cerning the place of her speciesin Homo sapiensmythology, was admir-
ing the glowing stained glass windows.

OTheir possession of an immortal, divinely-inspired soul, capable of
being redeemed by ChristOssacrifice on the cross at Calvary,O Nigel ex-
plained. OltOsomething the Pleistonian SeeN not to mention the Vatic-
an N is in much debate about right now. Essentially it determines
whether we should regard them as beast or human in nature.O

Ol see.OMaria nodded, obviously thoroughly unconvinced and more
than a bit perplexed.

Lennik chuckled. ONoyou donOtMy paternal grandparents were from
Sweden and they were both Lutheran. My father used to say that if you
werenOtorn Lutheran, youOdnever catch up. And the Lutherans are just
as perplexed by all of this as are the Catholics N well, the few of them
that are left, anyway.O He winked at the two priests. ONo affront inten-
ded to present company, of course.O

ONone taken,O Landa assured him. ONow, Father Obsanjo NO

ONigel, please.O

OVerywell. In answer to your question, yes, we are reasonably confid-
ent of their ensoulment and redemptive eligibility. As | am sure you are
all aware, the Church has accepted Darwinian evolution for centuries.
While we can not establish absolute certainty about this until we gain a
successfulconvert, we are of the belief that they represent an early phase
in_ humanityOsensoulment, and had their ancestors not been separated
from ours they would simply be a part of humanity. Now, Nigel, you
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mentioned wanting to know about our catechism? We teach a very

simple, basic version of the ChurchOgeachings, which is administered in

the sign language that weOveaught the erectus WeOvdound that theyOre
drawn to fire, it seemsto be the closestthing to God that they have a
concept of N and the sun by extension.O

Lennik nodded. OFire is their friend, and itOsthe most powerful
weapon in their arsenal against all the things this planetOgyot to throw at
them. 10venoticed Renna hereON she looked up at the sound of her
name N Ogreetingthe sunrise by vocalising and making gestures| can
only assume are, at some level, ritualistic or symbolic. She does similar
things sometimes around the fire, especially when 1Omlighting it. |
wouldnOtcall it their god, but itOghe closestthing to some form of super-
naturalism or fetishism that they seem to have.O

ORightyou are,OLanda nodded, Oandthis has made our task the more
difficult. Pastmission fields to various heathen tribes and nations had at
least this advantage, and it was a major one: namely that no matter how
debased his condition, the savageat least had a language and a religion.
Pleistonian erectusit would seem,have neither and, thus, the greater our
task.O

Lennik couldnOtbelieve what he was hearing. This man flat out admit-
ted that his mission subjects were unable to comprehend the arcane
nature of his messageand yet he insisted on his horrendously myopic
mission! If he saysOsavage® OheathenOne moretime, IOmgoing to deck
him.

They moved on to the quarters for the mission erectusacolytes, which
were considerably more humble: squat bunks, walls bare savefor images
of the crucified Christ, and, unsurprisingly, sexual segregation.

OWefind it keepsthem lessdistracted and more receptive to our teach-
ings,0 Landa explained. OThese,|l should clarify, are for orphans and
young, single adults. The rest of the adults have their own dormitories
with their partners.O

OHaveyou managed to teach them holy matrimony?O NigelOsquestion
was nonchalant but Lennik had to repress a flash of annoyance, anger
and amusement. The idea of Homo erectussexual practices being bound
by a Homo sapiengstitution struck him as singularly odd.

OWeOrstill working on that.O LandaOsesponse was clearly intended
to be delicately vague.

Hours passedas the three collectively grilled both Hussler and Landa
on every aspect of their policies regarding their charges, then turned
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their attention to members of the staff. Finally, worn out from the
lengthy process of collecting testimonials and data they took their leave.

*kk

The sun was beginning to descend steadily and the shadows to
lengthen by the time they set out. The plane leapt responsively into the
air under MariaOstouch, the ground falling away below them. They flew
in silence for some time.

OSo,what do we think?O MariaOsvoice was laced with sarcasm.
Olnnocent, courteous mercenaries and their sanctimonious priests have
absolutely no idea why a troublemaker would lead a revolt against
them?0

Lennik sighed. OltOsas bad as |Odfeared, maybe worse. This entire op-
eration isnOfust exploitative, itOshorrendously myopic. ThereOso much
we donOtknow about Homo erectuspleistoniensisand people like these
are oblivious even to what we do know.O

OHis catechism struck me as particularly odd,ONigel ruminated. OlOve
been around them, and more to the point around you, Lennik, long
enough to doubt whether they have the capacity to appreciate a concept
as abstract asredemptionNot, | hastento add, to speak poorly of present
company,O he smiled at Renna, who was preoccupying herself with
some dried pemmican Lennik had given her, Obutl think likening it to a
Osacredrade fireGisnOexactly what Jesusmeant it as,to make the theolo-
gical understatement of N well, probably the entire history of Christen-
dom. We may be looking at the first allegations of major heresy in the
history of the Pleistonian SeeN that, or Landa will be canonised in a
century or s0.0 He chuckled at his own wry humour.

Maria frowned. OThereOsomething up ahead N looks like an erectus
camp but somethingOs wrong.O

Lennik sprang alert, reaching for his binoculars. OWhere?Wait N yes,
looks like thereOs been a fire and NMaria, land the plane!O

OWhat?'Why?OMaria stared at him, taken aback by the urgency in his
voice.

OJust do it, Maria, this is bad, trust me!O

OYou better know what youOredoing, then,O she muttered as she
began the descent.

*k%k

It was a dismal sight that greeted them. As the plane came to a stop
they could seethat here had recently been a thriving erectuscamp. Now,
however, tools and half-eaten food lay scattered haphazardly, brush
shelterstorn down asif by some savagebeastor burned, central fire still
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smouldering dismally. And N the sight that made the bile rise in their
throats N there were bodies. The corpses of several adult erectuslay
scattered throughout the camp in the frozen throes of death, some with
broken wooden lances jutting out of their backs.

Lennik froze, the horror of it taking hold to chill his very marrow.
Renna whimpered, murmuring mournfully to herself. Nigel shook his
head sorrowfully and turned aside to pray, reaching for his rosary.
Maria, hardened deputy of the Range SheriffOs office, just stared silently.

Lennik turned to Maria. Oltall fits, doesnOit? So much for HusslerOs
Otribal warsO and the source of his orphans.O

Maria pulled out a pair of gloves and reached for her handheld. Ol
thought as much too. In that casethis is a crime scene.If you want to
help, Lennik, put on a pair of gloves and help me take pictures.O

Lennik nodded, doing as she instructed.

The first corpse was that of an adult male. Judging by his physique
Lennik guessedhim to be around his mid-twenties. Old enough to have
fathered a number of children, especially given the fact that erectuswere
hardly devout monogamists. Robust enough to be an important leader in
the small group. He was sprawled on his back, with the broken end of a
wooden lance sticking from his chest. It was clearly a crude ruse de-
signed to implicate other erectusin his killing: Lennik noticed several
blast-discharge wounds scorched into his flesh. His head lolled to one
side, sightless eyes staring blindly into forever. Lennik shook his head
sorrowfully as he shot several photos of the tragedy.

Boot prints throughout the camp, especially around the shelters that
had beendestroyed. Spent canistersof tear gas and spent blast cartridges
dropped in the bushes. Blast marks on the corpses.A level of sheerviol-
ence that Lennik had never seen or heard of amongerectus

Olfthey fought like this they wouldOvegone extinct on this planet over
a million years ago, probably,O he told Maria grimly. ONothing from the
anthropological literature indicates that we learned to fight this way un-
til much, much later in our evolution. | think itOspretty obvious who did
this N and what they were after.O

OSomuch for HusslerOsDorphansO J@aria agreed, OButwhy the bod-
ies? ThatOswvhat IOmnot getting. They could have stunned an encamp-
ment this size with probably a single payload of a powerful stunning
gas.O

Lennik shook his head. OForthe hell of it. Becauseit was more fun this
way, maybe. IOmsure it gets pretty boring out here and there arenOthat
many ways to relieve the tension N no prostitutes and only limited
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shipments of alcohol. Some of those men are probably used to chasing
bandits and smugglers but this isnOthe Hearthland frontier or even New
California or New Javaland N thereOsnot that much excitement. This
way they get a little target practice and a way to keep the erectuspopula-
tion beaten down.O

OWell,we are going to put a stop to this.OMaria cracked her knuckles
with resolve. Olthink 1Ovegot enough pictures for now, the rest can wait
for the official inspection. Right now letOsoncentrate on getting this bird
back aloft and getting out of here. You all right, Nigel?0

Despite his initial repulsion Nigel had forced himself to aid his com-
rades in their mournful task. He nodded and attempted a smile. OIOmME
fine, thank you Maria. At times | ask myself how God can allow the evils
of men such as these. And, while | donOtprofess to know the answer, it
will bring me the slightest ounce of comfort if | am able to witness them
being brought to justice.O

OWeOjust have to make sure that happens,OMaria frowned as she fin-
ished her preliminary report. OLetOget back to the station. WeOvestill
got a little ways to go, but thank goodness itOs not too much farther.O

The plane lifted off and the tragic scenebelow was swallowed up by
distance and lengthening shadows. Maria looked at the display panel,
then at her handheld, and frowned. ODoyou have a signal on your hand-
helds, either of you two?0

ONo, actually, | do not,O Nigel noted. OWhich is rather odd. What
seems to be the problem?0O

OMe either, why?0 Lennik asked concernedly.

Olt looks like the planeOsmain frequency is being jammed.O She
fiddled worriedly with knobs and dials but to no avail.

OCanyou get a bead on where the jamming signal is coming from?0
Lennik asked.

OIOItry but | NO Shefroze as she called up a display screen. OWeOre
being followed.O

The planeOsriewfinders were registering the approach of two aircraft,
flying in orderly formation directly towards them, coming from the dir-
ection ofE

The mission. Should have seenthis coming, Maria chastised herself.
Heaving a sigh she steadied her grip on the planeOscontrols. OHangon,
everyone. Looks like our friends arenOtetting us out of here so easily.
This is going to be a bit of a ride.O
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Chapter Two

From the cockpit of his aircraft Captain Hussler watched the smaller
Range SheriffOsplane with grim satisfaction. CouldnOtjust leave well
enoughalone,could you? He thought. Goodthing | hadyour plane bugged.
YouOreot getting out of this one.In his years of service on the Greenpark
Brigade Hussler had made himself a reputation asa ruthless and formid-
able opponent who kept his head in a fight and let nothing come
between him and victory. Bandits, smugglers, wild beasts, erectug at
some point they all becamethe same to him, obstaclesto his interests
and purposes, challengesto be met and surmounted. Confident in his su-
periority asaman and a soldier, he harboured them no particular ill-will:
it was simply do or die. Thesegoddamned delegateswere different in a
way, though: they just hadto stick their nosesinto what he was doing,
trying to fuck it all up with their bleeding-heart niceties concocted by
talking heads and bean counting bureaucrats in Hearth! He fought back
a surge of anger and hatred. They werenOtdangerous the way a rampa-
ging beast, rioting erectusor gun-slinging bandito was: they didnOtfight
with weapons but with decrees and mandates and ordinances, pretty
little bureaucratic weapons that had the almost god-like power to bring a
man like him up or level him down good.

Pity they donOput birds on thesethings, he thought, thinking how nice it
would be to blast that plane out of the sky with one well-placed missile.
Instead they had to jam its frequencies until they could force it out of the
sky with the jerry-rigged door-guns heOdnstalled on the planes a while
back to deal with erectusand large, dangerous wild animals.

OHow we looking, Nielsen?OHe addressedthe pilot, who was plotting
a course that would take them within range of the gunOs devastating fire.

OPretty good, boss,ONielsen, a burly, thin-lipped man with a coarse
beard and heavily tattooed arms, replied. OShouldbe in range in just a
while here.O

Murdock, the gunner, nodded and tightened his grip on the gun, pre-
paring to open the door and deploy it to firing position.

*k*%

OTheyOrgaining on us.OMariaOsvoice was tense but shetried to keep
it calm. OTheyobviously donOthave missiles on those things N the com-
pany would never have given them any to use in the first place and if
they had them theyOdhave used them by now. Probably those planes
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have door-guns mounted in their sides, which meanstheyOregoing to try
to rake us on our left-hand side and force us to land.O

OWhy the left?0 asked Nigel.

OBecausahe guns will be on their right-hand side, facing out of the
cockpit. 1, however, intend to make this as difficult as possible for them.O

Under MariaOsfirm hand the plane leaped like a trout breaching to
snap a fly, then corkscrewed languorously, trying to make targeting
difficult.

Rennayelped in panic. Lennik gritted his teeth, digging his fingers in-
to the armrests. Nigel gripped his seatand tried to keep his hands from
shaking.

The first salvos missed them entirely thanks to the skill and daring of
MariaOspiloting. Their pursuers encircled them like hungry sharks but
were unable to closethe gap. Finally a sporadic burst of fire pounded the
plane, the shots slamming into it with shattering force.

ONo N you N donOtiGMariaDswords came through clenched teeth,
knuckles white as she barrel-rolled the plane into a steep dive, levelling
out to zigzag like a bolting gazelle.

OStayon them!O Hussler barked at Nielsen, then, eyeing Murdock:
OHit them as hard asyou can N go for the engines. If you can get them
there we can bring them down.O

The pilot bared his teeth in determination, spurring his larger plane
after the smaller, fleeing craft. The other pilot did the same. They
couldnOtcommunicate by radio without risking allowing their quarry to
transmit. The most they could hope to accomplish was to anticipate each
otherOs moves and those of their quarry, and try to act accordingly.

The other craft pulled upward, directing a withering stream of fire at
the fleeing craft. Suddenly it clicked in HusslerOsmind. OPull us down-
wards and to the left, quickly!O he barked at Nielsen. Then, to Murdock:
OGet ready! DonOt lose them now!O

Nielsen and Murdock knew better than to question their commanding
officerOsorders. The craft yawed almost lazily downwards, cutting
through the air like a cruising shark.

OGetready! DonOtlose them!OHussler repeated, his voice tense, com-
manding. They couldnOafford to lose the delegation; far too much was
riding on this. ONow!O

Murdock, meticulously tracking, depressedthe trigger and let loose a
powerful salvo.

ODonOt let up! Aim for the engine!O Hussler commanded.
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*k*

The plane had been hit badly. Smoke trailed from the left-hand wing.
Maria knew there would be no making it back to the Range SheriffOut-
post. IOveot to land this bird. But where? And how in hell were they sup-
posed to simply land a damaged plane and walk away with murderous
airborne pursuers?

The trailing smoke gave her the faint glimmering of an idea. Under
any other circumstances she never would have considered it, but now it
was do or die. With adeathly grip she clenchedthe levers that controlled
the plane.

The craft lurched forward, turning on its right-hand side like a
wounded whale thrashing in shallow waters, dragging a trail of smoke
behind it. Like sharks the hungry pursuers followed. Suddenly Maria
rolled the plane, violently and perilously considering its damaged state.

Renna was disconsolate but Lennik and Nigel had the good senseto
keep their mouths shut and hang on. Lennik tried to comfort Rennaand
the young erectusclung to him like a drowning swimmer, whimpering.

Seeingan expanse of thick, wooded growth Maria sensedher chance.
The plane would never make it to the Range SheriffOffice. This was the
only way, she told herself, praying she was right.

OOkay folks, this is it,0 she told them, OweOre going to have to land.O

Lennik and Nigel nodded, sensing better than to try to argue with her.
They were much too far away from their destination to keep going N
HusslerOsmen would shoot them out of the sky sooner or later. Bestto
give them the slip while they still could.

As she pulled the plane in for the landing Maria pushed a button to
trigger the emergency flares. Try to give us a little cover,at least.The craft
blundered through the wood like a drunk in an alleyway, its damaged
left-hand side trying to manoeuvre into place for the landing. It cameto
rest in a dense tangle of trees with a thud. Maria was already moving
again, sorting through an assortment of items in the rear of the plane,
grabbing supplies and a long, powerful rifle.

Lennik forced the hatch open and they tumbled to the ground. Not a
moment too soon N from a distance HusslerOsraft were already angling
an approach for their descent. The small party ran, dense brush whip-
ping at their clothing N or hide N mercilessly, their only imperative to
put as much distance as possible between themselves and their pursuers.

Rennasprinted like a champion. Shewas scared,and fear powered her
lithe, agile form, sustaining her seemingly indefatigable burst of speed.
The other three were in fairly good physical condition aswell, but found
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themselvestrailing Rennaraggedly. Her keener sensesled them into the
now murky twilight.

Finally they could run no further. The three sapiens collapsed, panting
raggedly and nursing their stitching sides and exhausted legs. Rennastill
seemed able to run but she indulged her evolutionary cousins, making
use of the rest to glance anxiously about.

Night had fallen, bringing with it greater danger than ever. If they
werenOtcareful theyOdblunder into a predator with just as much poten-
tial interest in killing them as Hussler presumably did. At leastweQOlbe
armed,whateverhappensLennik eyed the long rifle, wondering how ef-
fective it would be against a large predator or in a confrontation with
HusslerOsparty. He hadnOtbothered to mention that he himself was
armed, and now he drew his sidearm to clean it and check that it was
sufficiently well loaded.

Maria looked at him, trying to steady her breath as she spoke. ODidnOt
N know N you N were N armed.O

ODidnOtareN to N advertise it.OLennik tried to keep his hands from
shaking and calm his heart rate as he examined the piece and wiped it
down. It was small, smaller even than MariaOsgun, but it packed a fair
amount of power for its size. Lennik knew N while heOdnever shot a
man before, his years on the Pleistonian frontier had provided him with
plenty of target practice against game and predators. OHow about you,
Nigel?0

Nigel shook his head, trying a rueful smile. OAman of my profession
does not carry such instruments of violence.O

OWell,in a pinch you can use one of mine.OMaria hefted the rifle, test-
ing its weight and balance. Fortunately sheOdyrabbed enough ammo for
it to fell an army. ONow, letOgake stock of our situation: weQOreout in the
middle of nowhere after dark, weOrebeing pursued, weOrdost and weOve
got minimal supplies.O

OBut weOre armed.O Lennik smiled. ODonOt forget the silver lining.O

OAbout how far are we from the Range SheriffOs office?O Nigel asked.

Maria shook her head. ONoway to be sure. [tOso the northeast of the
mission, but we were forced a good way off course to the easttrying to
get away from those bastards. | say our bestbet is to find somewhere to
go to ground for the night, then figure it out in the morning.O

OWhatabout Hussler?OLennik asked. OHeOsot going to give it up for
the night.O

Maria nodded. ONo, but heOllhave trouble locating us in all this. The
fact that heOsot on us right now tells me weOvegiven him the slip, albeit
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temporarily. If we push on now we might just get more lost N or even if
we donOtweOlljust tire ourselves out and they might find us before we
get to the station. But if we hole up for the night we can face this prob-
lem refreshed N well, relatively speaking N in the morning. WeOllstand
watch to make sure no one finds us and lives to tell of it.O Shehefted the
rifle meaningfully. OMeanwhile, those yahoos will be out combing this
areaand wear themselves out. Then in the morning, assuming all goesas
planned, weOllbe able to give them the slip again and make our way to
the station.O

Assuming all goesas planned.Lennik tried to suppress his feelings of
scepticism. That was an awful lot to assume.Aloud he said: OWell, itOs
tricky, Maria, but | donOtseethat we have much of a choice. How about
you, Nigel?0

Nigel shook his head. OlOnafraid | donOtseewe have much of a choice
either.O

OThenitOssettled.OMaria hefted the rifle then, surprisingly, drew her
sidearm and gave it to Nigel. The priest tried to protest but Maria cut
him off. OListen, Father, | know this is hard for you. YouOveobviously
never had to wield agun in the line of duty before but thesearenOobrdin-
ary circumstances. Those men will shoot us down if they find us, and
there are a lot of wild beastsout here that have us on the menu. YouOre
not a disgrace to your vows or your ordination if you chooseto fight in
self-preservation, to keep yourself alive.O

Nigel bowed his head and reluctantly accepted the weapon. OThank
you, Maria, | know you are right. 1Qvefired guns at targets on the range
before but never at a living thing. It will be difficult but | will manage.O

OYouOre doing great, Nigel,O Lennik encouraged him.

ONow then, letOdind that hideout.O MariaOgone was firm and determ-
ined. Nothing, it seemed,could slow an officer of the Range SheriffOwf-
fice down for long.

Hussler was enraged. How couldthis happen?'How the bloodyblue-blaz-
ing hell couldthis happen?A priest, a Range SheriffOsdeputy, and an an-
thropologist and his erectussidekick had somehow managed to give his
entire party the slip.

OGetthose birds back aloft,O he snapped at the two pilots. OTakeyour
gunners and five others each.[tOunlikely youOllfind them unless theyOre
stupid enough to light a fire but try anyway. The rest of you, youOrewith
me. WeOlllook for them on the ground. Fan out, stay light N we donOt
want them to know weOrecoming. If you find them donOtengage, notify
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me and wait until the rest of us catch up. WeOllbe able to communicate
just fine N now that theyOreout of the skies we wonOtbe jamming this
area. Move out!O

At his bark of command the soldiers rushed to carry out orders. WeOll
find themyet. Hussler sustained himself with this deep conviction. ThereOs
toomuchriding on whatweOrgying to doherefor afewanimal-rightsactivists
to fuck it all up now.

*kk

The tigrekraken watched with interest at the two-legged creatures
moving acrossher field of vision. They walked with a strange poise, as
though they were trying to be alert or were looking for somethingE and
yet they seemed strangely oblivious to their surroundings. The
tigrekraken fixed them within her large, powerful field of vision and ex-
tended six waving tentacles positioned around her mouth in their direc-
tion. Her eyescould seean incredible register of colours, well into the in-
frared spectrum. The two men stood apart from their surroundings
purely by the infrared rays they reflected and the heat of their bodies.
Her tentacles, sensitive to even faint whiffs of scent, told her the rest of
what she needed to know.

The tigrekraken was intelligent. She knew that she had never en-
countered beings quite like these before. And yet her large, complex
brain told her that she had encountered N and successfully hunted and
devoured N a very similar kind of being before.

Not quite erectus but still good to eat. She began her careful pursuit,
gliding almost noiselessly through the tall grassesand shrubs on her
four long, powerful legs.

*kk

OGoddamnthis place bites.OArthur St.-Avery pushed aside an over-
hanging branch moodily. OWhat the fuck we doing out here anyway?0

Suleiman Ahmet gritted his teeth, trying to keep his patience with his
companion. OOut here? Besides chasing these people?0O

ONo, no | mean out here,out in this God-forsaken neck of the woods.O
Arthur waved his hand expansively. OWecome out here to oversee a
minefor Christ sakes,asif the Greenpark Brigade really trained with mil-
itary equipment just sowe could look out for mines, then we get a bunch
of us killed by these wildmen and now we got to keep these bleeding-
hearts from spilling the story! So weOreout here after them instead of
back at the basewith a bottle of whisky and a deck of cards and maybe
even an obliging young erectudemale.
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OAnd thatOsanother thing! Back in Hearthland | wouldnOta touched
them creatures for a luxury ride back to Earth! Even when we did duty
together near Encounter Point and in New Javaland there was women!
But out here weOreso far away the management donOtlike to keep our
needs met! After a while a man goes crazy, starts looking at them cave
women a little different like, starts to think even, hey, it ainOtso unnatur-
al, the anatomyOsmostly the same, so what theyOrea little hairy and
theyOvegot those God-ugly faces, it still works N down there, you
know?O

OYes.GBuleiman was trying mightily hard now to keep his patience.
The two men had beenfriends for along time but ArthurOswhining was
taxing his already-strained nerves. Oldo know what you mean, Arthur.
But we really needto keep our voices down and try to keep our eyesout
for the people weOresupposed to be finding. 10msure the Captain would
look very favourably upon any two men who brought him the people
who have the potential to derail his plans.O

OOhright.O Arthur nodded earnestly. OThatOa good point.O A broad
grin suddenly split his rugged, coarseface. OHey, maybe we could even
get back to some semblance of civilisation sooner if we find them for
him, eh?0

Suleiman tried to ignore his companion as Arthur began to fantasise
about the drinks and the women heOdave if they were given leave back
to Encounter Point, or better still, the capital city of Hearth.

*k%k

The tigrekraken couldnOtbelieve her good fortune. Her quarry were
totally unaware of her and she was closing the distance between them
steadily. Soonshewould be within range to chancean ambush. Shewas
an experienced, mature hunter and she had successfully taken the simil-
ar species, erectus a number of times before. But those were almost all
youngsters, too inexperienced to know of the dangers that lurked in the
tall grassesand the undergrowth. Even one of thesecreatureswould be a
filling meal that could keep her going for many days. And both N arare
feast indeed.

Her hearing was unexceptional, her speciesrelying mostly on sight
and smell, but she was close enough now to ascertainthat the one in the
lead was the noisiest. Perfect.The one behind would fall quickly, and if
she was lucky sheOdbe able to ambush the second one before he had
time to react. With the precision and grace of a dancer she tensed, fo-
cused on her quarry and leapt.

*k*
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Suleiman rolled his eyes.Arthur was regaling him yet again with stor-
les of his licentious escapadesin Encounter Point, a frontier town and
MPS far to the northeast. Try to ignore it. He thought. He suddenly
thought he noticed something. Had the sounds of the night creaturesjust
grown quieter?

Intuition is a tricky thing. SuleimanOshit him just as he half-heard,
half-felt a displacement of air behind him. But by then, of course, it was
much, much too late. He started to turn, and the last thing his startled
brain struggled to comprehend was a monster from the worst depths of
his nightmares leaping for him, powerful forelimbs pushing through the
air with wicked, scimitar-like claws.

The tigrekraken dispatched her prey in the efficient manner used so
often by her kind, opening SuleimanOgugular vein and throat with one
powerful swipe. The man never had a chanceto get off a shot N his gun
was slung over one shoulder. Leaving him to choke to death in his own
blood, she leaped again for her second victim.

Arthur turned, hearing SuleimanOshorrible gurgling. OSulei, whatOs
the NO he screamed, reflexively reaching for his gun as the tigrekraken
bore down on him with the speed of a car. But she was much too quick
for him. Raking his throat with her powerful claws, she sank her quest-
ing tentaclesinto his warm, steaming flesh. In addition to providing her
with her senseof taste, the tentacleswere lined with rings of teeth bound
by contracting discs of muscle and helped to detach portions of flesh for
consumption in her powerful, beakish mouth. She gorged, satiating the
pangs of her hunger before dragging her kills to a cache for safe storage.

Hussler surveyed the bloodstained, damaged gun with disgust.

OltOst.-AveryOsCaptain.OThe soldier whoOdgiven it to him scowled.
OHim and Suleiman were taken by something. Looked like a tigrekraken.
Schultz and | heard a scream so we went to investigate. Took us a while
to find where itOdcome from but the place was all torn up, blood every-
where. Tracks, too, real big tracks. Looked like a tigrekraken had snuck
up on them and taken them down before they could get off a shot, be-
cause we didnOthear any. Some drag marks where it looked like itOd
taken them away but we figured weOdrather not follow it without talk-
ing to you first.O

OYoudid well.O Hussler traced a wickedly curving scratchin the side
of the gun. OYouseethis, soldier? Poor fool probably tried to draw just
asit took him. If those claws can do this to metal without even trying to,
imagine what they can do to your flesh when theyOrehunting you.OHe
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sighed. Goddamnit, this canObe easy,canit? But Pleistonia was a brutal

planet. It had been named for the Pleistoceneepoch, when Homoerectus
walked on earth, and like the Pleistocene,Pleistonia featured arich fauna

of very large and very dangerous creatures. Captain Hussler knew this

and he knew Pleistonia. Knew it surprisingly well. Despite his earlier

protestations of ignorance to Lennik, he knew a great deal about Homo
erectuspleistoniensisand many of the other lifeforms on the planet. He

knew, for example, that tigrekrakens were territorial and solitary. There-
fore they would be unlikely to experience any more attacks, although it

wouldn®t hurt to take precautions just in case.

OGetthe lines tighter,O he snapped. ONow that itOsmade a kill N let
alone two N we shouldnOtseeit again but better safe than sorry.O He
made a mental note to return to this area after theyOdkilled the delega-
tion in order to hunt the tigrekraken. He didnOtlet go of a score like the
loss of two men very easily.

*k%k

After an hour of hard searching the weary party had at last found a
place to camp. The three sapiensreadily credited Rennawith the discov-
ery: the young erectusfemaleOsuncanny intuition seemedto tell her it
would be a good place to hide. The area was covered with raised
mounds forming strange shapeson the landscape. Brush grew heavily
on many of the mounds, with variegated clearings in between. The mul-
tiform terrain was the perfect place to hide N or the perfect place for an
ambush. If they were followed to the areathey could probably pick off a
fair number of HusslerOsnen from the shelter of the contorted landscape
and thick brush.

OWell, whatever this place is, itOshome for tonight.O Lennik yawned,
tramping wearily to join a cautiously eager Renna in the shelter of an
overhang shielded by brush.

Maria and Nigel were too tired to do anything more than nod in agree-
ment. Underneath the overhang was a kind of declivity in the side of the
mound, perhaps formed by erosion. The ground was even enough for
sleeping on.

OFortunately the Range SheriffOsoffice keeps its planes stocked with
emergency supplies.O Maria passed out portions of smoked meat and
dried vegetablesand fruit. It was a mark of how hungry and tired they
were that everyone was soon done eating and ready to sleep. But there
was still the matter of the watch.

OWho wants first watch?O Maria asked.
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Ol donOtcare.OLennik rolled on his back, looking up at the tangle of
roots that formed their shelter. ONigel?0

Ol am entirely without preference.O The priest tried to stifle a yawn.

OMiddle watchOsthe hardest, your sleepOscut in two,0 Maria told
them. OSolOllbe taking that.O The two men made weak protests. ONo,
shut up you two. IOvedone this plenty of times before, trust me, | know
what IOmdoing. So, since neither of you care who goesfirst, how about
Lennik, then me, and then Nigel?0

The two agreed and Lennik leaned forward to accept the rifle from
Maria, positioning himself at the forefront of their shelter, his view
screened by brush. She made sure he knew how to use it.

OlIf you see any of HusslerOsparty, donOtshoot unless it looks like
theyOregoing to find us. Then wake us up first, if at all possible. Trust
me, thereOdothing worse than being awakened by a gunshot. But if it
comesdown to it, Lennik, and the situationOsdire, shoot! Do you think
you can do that?0

Lennik paused. In the time that theyOdbeen running from these men
he hadnOthad time to ask himself that question. HeOdnever shot a hu-
man being before. In the eleven years heOdspent studying erectusin the
field heOdhever had to shoot one of those, either, and there had beensev-
eral perilously close calls where his life had beenin danger. But each of
those times, heOdmanaged to defuse the situation without violence.
Could he shoot a member of his own species like a predator in ambush?

Maria raised an eyebrow. OLennik, trust me, | know itOshard. | remem-
ber the first time | shot a man. | could hardly touch a gun for a week
after that. But you have to be able to, Lennik! Your life, all of our lives,
may depend on it.O

Theseare the menwho massacredhat encampmentThe thought hit Len-
nik with the force of alightning bolt. TheyOkill usN all ofus N without a
momentOisesitation.OOfcourse | can do it,O he told her, bringing a small
but steady note of conviction to his voice. It wasnOtmuch, but MariaOs
ghost of a smile told him that it was all she needed to hear.

*k%k

Morning, and Nigel gently roused his companions to wakefulness.

OHow goesit, Father?OLennik asked groggily, rubbing sleep out of his
eyes.

OWell,we are still here, thanks be to God, so | suppose on balance it
goes rather well.O Nigel managed a smile.
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OTime to take stock of our surroundings.O Maria was surprisingly
alert, considering the fact that her sleep had been interrupted by her
watch. OMaybe we can find some provisions on the way.O

They stepped out to confront the early-morning light. A profusion of
greenery greeted them in every direction, and in the light the strange
contours of the land were even more visible N and at last, recognisable.
The strangely-shaped mounds were hardly random in their order: in-
stead, they followed a pattern still discernable as having been designed,
despite the fact that the mounds had been abandoned for 1.4 million
years.

Ol thought so!O Lennik snapped his fingers. Ol knew there was
something odd about this place last night! 1tOs a Visitor ruin!O

Maria frowned, squinting at the strange and yet surprisingly symmet-
rical lines. OOfcourse. We just didnOtseeit last night becauseit was dark
and we were tired and on the run.O

Everyone knew that the Visitors, a mysterious alien race, had once
lived on Pleistonia and brought both Homo erectusand other lifeforms
from earth aswell aslifeforms from their own world, such asthe ancest-
ors of the tigrekraken and the dracokraken and many other creatures.
Not much was known about them, but it was clear that they werenOmnat-
ive to Pleistonia and that they hadnOtstayed long N no more than a
thousand years or so at the most. Thus, PleistoniaOswildlife was made
up of lifeforms native to the planet itself, to the VisitorsOplanet, and to
Earth. It still wasnOtlear exactly why they left, but they seemedto have
brought Homoerectusas cheap labour for the mines they operated, which
were probably the major reason why they came to Pleistonia in the first
place.

Olnthat casethereOllprobably be an abandoned mine shaft near here,O
Lennik concluded. OHaveto watch out for that. Probably why Hussler
and co are so keen on following in the VisitorsOfootsteps here: plenty of
ore.O

Maria accessedthe compass on her handheld and made some quick
calculations. OWell, itOsnot all bad, team,O she informed them. OThis
place is a landmark on the topographical maps the Range SheriffOffice
keeps, and a historic landmark on the regular maps. WeOreguite a ways
off course to the east,near the New Zambezi River, so weOllhave to tack
a little to the northwest, which means weOllrisk running into HusslerOs
party but that canOte helped much. | figure if we go the most direct
route itOdtake us maybe a little lessthan a day. Sincewe probably donOt
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want to go themost direct route to minimise the chancesof an encounter,
itOll take us more like a day to a day and a half.O

OWellin that case,what are we waiting for?ONigelOssmile carried a
hint of mischief.

OLetOdo this.OLennik checked his gun to make sure it was in place in
its holster: tight enough to stay in place, loose enough to come out in a
hurry.

They picked their way through the ruin with care, careful to not ex-
pose themselves to any potential dangers lurking nearby. Rennarecog-
nised a kind of shrub with edible seedpods and they took the opportun-
ity for fresh produce readily. The pods were oily and had a mild tang to
them that reminded Lennik of ginger, not an unpleasant taste.

OWhatdo you suppose they were like?ONigel asked asthey crested a
small rise that had once beena structure built by mysterious alien hands
N or other appendages.

OThe Visitors?0 Lennik shrugged. OThereOvenly been a handful of
physical remains discovered, none of them soft tissues, moreOghe pity.
Apparently something like the large predators here, there seemsto have
been an evolutionary relationship that wasnOttoo distant. Probably
plated hide, tentacles,all that. Intelligent, no doubt about that, if they got
here and even went to Earth. They had a written language N seehere.O
He pointed to an expanseof bare earth where rains had swept aside lay-
ers of detritus. Faint, undulating lines and interconnected bars were vis-
ible, etched into a metallic surface. OThatOtheir script. CanOtecipher it
of course, we have no idea what N or even how N they spoke. Some
analysts think their language was mostly based on gestures made with
their tentacles, but thereOs no way to be sure.O

They walked in silence for a time, maintaining a brisk but even pace.
Maria explained it would be bestnot to go too fast, lest they run the risks
of exposing their position by making noise and expending too much of
their strength.

The sound of running water drew their attention. Ahead, the brush
was thinning. Renna perked attentively, sensing a change in ecology of-
ten to her speciesO benefit N as well as the dangers it held.

OWell, weOrelosing our cover,0 Maria sighed. OThatOlbe the New
Zambezi. Good news is we can follow its course towards the station.
Everybody stay on the alert, though.O

Lennik didnOt have to be told twice. He knew that not all of the
dangers on the open Great Savannahs ate meat.
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They crested a small rise and the jaws of everyone except for Renna
dropped. For Lennik the spectacle was not a new one, but that didnOt
make it any lessjaw-dropping. It was the time of the migration of the gi-
ant savannah buffalo, one of a number of PleistoniaO$ovines. Vast herds
were congregating ahead of them, crossing the river to tack south and
eastto new grazing grounds. The savannahswere a seaof tossing tails,
horns and hooves.

OBeextremely careful,OLennik warned them. OThemales can get more
than six feet high at the shoulder and weigh more than a ton. The fe-
males arenOthat much smaller, and both know how to use those horns.
Thesethings are powerful and numerous enough that they donOtget that
much predation.O

Picking their way to the savannah floor, the small party gave the
moody grassland giants a respectful berth. Getting closer, they could see
other, smaller species forming herds behind the buffalo. Stilt-legged,
flighty swiftcattle bounded antelope-like away from them while herds of
horse-sized taurochs, another cattle derivative, backed away cautiously.

Suddenly a tauroch bellowed and the animals jumped as if they had
been struck, heads alert. The alarm had been sounded.

OLookout, everyone!OLennik yelled as more and more of the animals
bellowed in fear and began to run, hooves pounding the ground with a
rumble. To their right the buffalo took notice, turning to confront the
source of the alarm with lowered horns. Menacing snorts and bellowed
challenges were issued N no predator braved their circle of death and
lived to tell of it. The smaller taurochs and swiftcattle had no such de-
fence, however N they bolted for all they were worth.

Some of the animals suddenly changed course erratically, leaping in
their direction. The three sapiensO faces visibly paled. Renna whimpered.

ODONOTun!O Lennik bellowed over the noise. OTheyOlobnly trample
you! Get ready to use the guns!OHis own fingers were white and shak-
ing as he said this.

Just as suddenly as the taurochs stampeded for them they swerved
again, abruptly changing direction. Wait a minute, why wouldE Lennik
turned, praying he was wrong. Only one predator on Pleistonia pos-
sessedthe techniques, the formidability, the intelligence and the num-
bers to hunt a herd of taurochs like this.

The creatures were lithe and powerful, about the size of an African li-
on. Like their cousins the tigrekraken and the dracokraken they had the
characteristic six tentacles and beaklike mouths. Unlike their cousins
they hunted in packs. They were lupokrakens, and by their size and the
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distinctive display crestson their ridged shoulders and powerful necks
Lennik recognised them as great crested lupokrakens. Smaller than the
other large predators, they made up for it in speed and coordination in
numbers. Highly intelligent, they had ambushed the herd from both
sides.

And to their horror, their small party was right in the middle.

*k%k

Hussler was not having a good day. His men were exhausted from a
night combing the brush and the savannahs for their adversaries, both
on foot and in ATVs, and they were disheartened by the loss of their
comrades. The outpost was not a large one: everyone had known Arthur
and Suleiman and most had played their share of hands of poker and
downed whisky with the two deceased men.

Hussler lit a cigar and puffed bad-temperedly, trying to let the thick
smoke of the New Havana Tobacco company wash away a night of
sleeplessnessthe memories of St.-AveryOsscratched and bloodied gun
(and, worse, other effects of the two men in variously mangled and
bloodied statesfound by another team), and the large knot of worry in
his stomach over the missing delegates.

A mancouldgocrazyout here He thought, closing his eyesand trying to
let the cigar and the warm morning sunshine transport him to another
realm. Why, itOsot sobad,really N whoOsoeageffor civilisation, with all its
little rushing, busy people safeand securebehindthe four walls of their lives?
Our speciesvasbornon a planetlike this one.Lookat meN out heresolong |
knowthis wildernessoetterthan the streetsof Hearth or Starfall or Pleistoniana.
And Earth N just a memoryof a memory.My grandparentsdidnOtevenre-
membertoo much aboutit, mostly just things their parentstold them. This
planetOgot food,itOgyot lots of excitementjtOsvengot womenN aftera fash-
ion. He thought of Emmy, docile, pliant, subservient N the perfect maid
and concubine in one. Never haveto worry about her talking backto me,
thatOgor sure.He chuckled to himself. Or, Godforbid, getting pregnant.He
shivered. That was one thing the early researchershad answered very
quickly, with  DNA analysis: this was a form of Homoerectusclosely re-
lated to but not fertile with  Homo sapiens.

He shook himself from his reverie. What the fuck am | thinking? He
thought in disgust. He had to catch those delegates. The company was
counting on him, had entrusted him with making sure that the delega-
tion was neutralised. Nothing could allow their operations in erectuster-
ritory to be sabotaged,not with what they had at stake. If the delegation
escaped the Pleistonian government at Hearth could send National
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Guard troops to disband every single MPS. The handful of settlements
that existed at Encounter Point, in New Javaland and New California
could be abandoned. No frontier meant no real estate,and when the Se-
cond Fleet from Earth arrived that would be very bad for business in-
deed. I0lishowthem.He brooded. I0lishowthe governmentall thosebig-shot
bureaucrats at Hearth, that the Pleistonian erectus is a bloody savage beast.

OcCaptain NO a man approached, threw him a salute.

OAny word?0O he barked.

ONot on the delegates, no sir, but NO

OMake sure the pilots are fresh and tell them to get the lead out! 1tOs
broad daylight now and | donOtknow how the bloody hell weOresup-
posed to find them on the ground without air surveillance!O

OYes sir.O The soldier tried to continue. OCaptain NO

OWhat?0 HusslerOs voice cracked like a whip.

OFather Joseph Landa is coming, sir.O He saluted and withdrew.

Hussler looked up: a two-seater plane was visible, angling itself for
descent. The hatch opened and Father Landa descended. The thin priest
was clad in a pair of rugged hiking boots and simple outdoor clothing.

OFather,(ne greeted Landa. OGladyou could make it, although | regret
the circumstances.O

OAsdo I, the more so becauseof a conversation that | had with one of
my superiors at Hearth,O the priest informed him gravely. Olt would
seemthat the outside world is beginning to worry and take note about
the absenceof our champion delegates. Apparently they were supposed
to have made it to the Range SheriffOsoffice up the New Zambezi last
night. When they failed to make their return the office tried calling the
plane, and when that failed, the mission and finally the delegatesGe-
spective contacts. | expect weOllhave competition in our search before
too much longer.O

Hussler swore. OWeOve been out searching all night and no sign.O

LandaOsgaze turned to ice. ORedoubleyour efforts, Captain. Do you
need to remember whatOs at stake if this goes sour?O

Hussler moved with the speed of a striking snake, grabbing the much
lighter priest by the collar and pulling him close. OWhatthe fuck do you
think is on my mind?! Why do you think 1Ovebeen pushing my crew and
myself all night, even though we lost two men to a bloody tigrekraken?
DONOTyou lecture me, priest, IOvebeen running this place since before
you got here, and IOvehelped you out with your program plenty good so
you can retire someday with a good name and plenty of money! Justre-
member: if this thing goes sour you fall too!O
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The priestOssmile could have frozen fire as he extricated himself from
the CaptainOsgrip with evident disdain. OBelieveme, Captain, had you
any idea how truly expendable N and vulnerable N you are you would
understand the meaning of the word scapegoatA proverbial sacrificial
lamb, | should think, really.O His voice was silky enough to make a cat
shudder. OYoucan not beginto comprehend how well | have, to borrow
the vernacular, Ocoveredny assOOmconnectedN and that means protec-
ted, protected in this case by Cardinal Agustino Cruz, director of the
Pleistonian SeeOsNative Missions Arm which works directly with
RefinerO#Agent N your employer, remember, the company who runs the
Greenpark Brigade? | happen to know that if these delegatesare success-
ful, you will fall hardest, and first.

OltO$o0 easy, Roy, too easy to blame all the misdeeds and abuses of
the poor, poor erectuson swaggering, gun-toting, villainous-mustachio-
twirling Greenpark Brigade mercenary Captain Hussler. That leavesthe
church free and clear to dissociate itself from the abusesof oneBrigades-
man and the company free to make a lot of apologetic noise and write a
few checksto the appropriate places. Then all the company hasto do is
say, see,we cleaned up the mess!And the church canoverride the leftists
and naysayersand say, see,we can treat the erectuscompassionately and
integrate them into our society! And guesswhat, Roy, when the Second
Fleet gets here from Earth, RefinerOsAgent can take up the real estate
market in this area and thereOllbe lots of new homes being built here,
and the churchOdNative Missions Arm will be over its eyeballs in funds,
and whether you get any of that wealth or end up in prison depends on
whether or not you can clean up this mess!O

ODid you come here to do nothing more than insult me and impugn
my talents, or was there a useful function aswell?Osnarled Hussler, try-
ing not to show how chastened N and sobered N he felt.

Landa sighed exaggeratedly and rolled his eyes.?No, Roy, | came to
help oversee things. As you?ll notice my pilot?s already taken off
without me: | ordered him to join the search with the plane the church
gave us for mission purposes. You?re in enough of a pickle as it is. |
don?t seehow the situation can get any worse if | lend a hand N or a
mind. And with any luck | may be able to save us all yet.?
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Chapter Three

The lupokrakens bore down on the small party with tentacles flared
and crestsquivering in the air asthey raced. ORun!QLennik barked. OTry
to delay them just long enough for the main body to make a kill!O he
knew that this was a smaller group that served as the second part of
most pincer-style ambushes. Usually the larger group of a pack chased
quarry towards a hidden ambush, and then a few animals leaped out to
snap at the frontrunners in the herd. Panic-stricken, the quarry would try
to change directions, causing confusion and collision and allowing the
main body of the pack to make a kil N sometimes two. In a pinch Len-
nik knew they could use their weapons, but they might be unable to stop
all of the lupokrakens in time. Besides,it was better not to risk it if pos-
sible N their pursuers might be close enough to hear the noise.

They ran, the lupokrakens giving chaseasthe taurochs began to thun-
der off.

Renna kept her head remarkably well. Despite the fact that the great
crested lupokraken was one of her kindOsmost feared enemies, she ran
ahead of the rest of the party, bounding with remarkable easeon the hot
savannahs. Her keen eyes quested for something in the grass N there!
Shebent to pick up the rounded stone mid-stride, turning with astound-
ing precision to face their pursuers.

Her aim was impeccable. The lupokraken in the lead was hit square-
on between the eyes. It stopped, hooted plaintively through its beaklike
mouth, flaring its tentaclesin pain. The other lupokrakens slowed their
stride, perplexed by their leaderOs strange behaviour.

The party kept running. Rennahad given them a small lead and they
were not about to waste it. Suddenly a melodic, bugling hooting cut
acrossthe plain. The lupokrakens turned and bounded towards the re-
mainder of the pack, one of them still shaking its head as the pain
cleared.

OGuesghey got lucky,O Lennik panted. OAnd thanks to Rennahere, so
did we.O He hugged her. OSomeaim youOvegot there, little girl. Just
promise youOll never turn it on me.O

OGlad we didnOt have to use this thing.O Maria surveyed her rifle
doubtfully. Ol wonder if it would have been enough.O

Lennik shook his head. OTostop those things? Doubt it. These hand-
guns sure wouldnOt have. RennaOsstone was fortunate but it only
wouldOve slowed them down. You okay there, Nigel?0
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The winded priest was still trying to catch his breath. OYesN thank
you, IOmfine. My grandparents were from Nigeria and they used to tell
me such stories about African animals, but now 1Ovegot a story that tops
them all'O

Rennawas staring at something intently, keen, dark eyesfocused bey-
ond where the great crested lupokrakens were gorging themselves.
Dark, aerial forms were swooping, flapping and soaring around a collec-
tion of figures. Lennik recognised the flying creatures as pterostars,
PleistoniaOsnative equivalent of birds or pterosaurs. Probablyhoping to
scavengearrion. But whatOslown there?With binoculars he zoomed in to
see more clearly.

OCheckthis out.O He motioned to Maria and Nigel. OThereOa group
of erectusdown there!O

Ols it safe to approach?O asked Maria. OWe really should keep
moving.O

ONo reason it shouldnOtbe, unless we want some of their carrion.O
Lennik smiled.

The great crested lupokrakens were so engrossedin their kill that the
party didnOthave to bother giving them any more than a modest berth.
The scattered taurochs and swiftcattle had regrouped and were making
their crossing with the last of the buffalo.

The erectusgroup seemedto be mostly young adults, Lennik noted as
they drew closer, although there were some adolescents as well. They
were engaged in butchering and consuming the carcassof a half-grown
buffalo, probably killed by a pack of great crested lupokrakens or a dra-
cokraken within the last day or so. Erectusnever took large game, they
lacked the hunting skills and weapons to do so.

Erectuswere usually mildly curious at the approach of sapiensbut this
group seemed different. RennaOgreeting vocalisation produced alarm,
warning calls and threatening displays. Several of the males picked up
strange implements N the sapiensstared. Instead of the usual Acheulean
bifaces, picks, cleavers and fire-hardened wooden spears these erectus
carried pickaxes, crowbars and other implements from the mine.

OLookslike we found young Marcus and his gang,ONigel observed
calmly.

One of the young males stepped forward, hefting a pickaxe men-
acingly. The implement was covered in blood, some fresh and some
caked and dried. The erectuswas tall, standing perhaps six foot three.
The pickaxe looked like atoy in his powerfully-built, sinew-corded arms.
It was easyto seehow he could have split a sapiensGkull in half with a
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single blow. Behind him the others gripped their weapons and took up
positions.

OlOlwager thatOsMarcus.O LennikOstone was nervous. HeOdnever
used a gun on an erectusand he wasnOtgoing to start now if it could be
helped.

OlOlvager he means business.OMariaOshand twitched reflexively on
the rifle.

The young maleOseen, intelligent eyesfixated on the rifle and he vo-
calised, a series of sharp barks and screamsclearly intended to warn off
intruders.

OMaria, drop the gun.OLennikOscommand was urgent but he kept the
tone of his voice low.

Shelooked at him asthough he had lost his mind. (Drop the gun? Are
you insane?0

Lennik earnestly shook his head, fervently hoping he was right about
this. OMaria, heOsiad bad experienceswith Homosapienswielding guns.
Trust me. Drop the gun, now®

Maria surrendered her weapon with due professional grace, carefully
extending it away from herself and lowering it to the ground, then
standing up slowly with open hands. Lennik raised his open hands too
and Nigel followed suit. Rennawent them one better, vocalising happily.
The erectudowered their weapons and visibly calmed.

OWell, now that thatOscleared up.O Nigel smiled good-humouredly.
OWonderif thesefellows N and ladies N would be willing to share din-
ner with us?0O

ONot unless you enjoy sun-ripened carrion,O Lennik responded. OBut
we shouldnOtbe hanging around them anyway. WeOllmake them un-
comfortable, and more to the point we donOtwant our pursuers to catch
up with them.O

OWhatabout the rifle?O Maria eyed the weapon lying on the ground.
OWe can0t leave it behind.O

Lennik frowned in thought for a moment, then smiled. OAh, leave that
to me.OHe turned, drawing his knife as he walked toward a large stand
of brush. Cutting several large stems close to the ground, he returned
with an armful and dropped it over the gun. Then, reaching underneath
to tuck the gun into the brush, he picked it up again and the foursome
walked off. Maria looked at him quizzically. OTheyonly seethe gun asa
threat. IOvejust worked off their concept of object permanence. Bundled
in brush they canOseeit and it doesnOtvorry them becausethey have no
experience of gun-in-brush equalling danger.O
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OClever.OMaria shook her head, gratefully accepting the rifle back
from him.

OThatwas some smooth diplomacy back there, Lennik,O Nigel com-
mended him. OYouOd have made a fine priest.O He smiled mischievously.

Lennik stopped mid-stride. OComingfrom you, Nigel, 10lltake that as
a compliment.O

ORennaseemed quite taken with those young erectus especially that
male,O Maria noted. OHas she ever NO

Lennik shook his head sadly. OBeerback with her kind? Taken a mate?
No. Pleistonian erectus like humans, need to be socialised into their ap-
propriate sociality, including sexuality. Rennahere and others like her N
including a lot of that lot back there, IDmguessing N were taken too
young to have learned it all. Oh, thereOvebeen matings in captivity N
when we took her and the rest of the captured erectusfrom that illegal
settlement several years back we established an OexperimentalfarmOon
Hearthland to try to rehabilitate them. Some of them mated successfully
and produced children, and some of thesewe were able to re-releaseinto
the wild asfamily units. Others though, like Renna, never seemedto get
it. The real tragedy is that some of the young females had been sexually
abused by their captors, and IOmnot aware of a single one of those suc-
cessfully joining areconstituted erectussociety, let alone mating with one
of her kind. 1 donOknow if that happened to Renna;in her casel guessit
was more unclear.O

OWhatabout that group?ONigel asked.OCanwe do nothing more than
leave them on their own?0O

ONothing.O Lennik shook his head. OAnd even if theyOdaccept our
company, let alone any kind of help, | think itOgor the best. TheyOvegot
a shot at making their way on their own N with a little bit of luck they
might pull it off. | think we owe them that chance.O

They walked in silence for a while, stopping only to dig some woolly
yams. A plant evidently brought by the Visitors, it produced tuber-like
growths covered with an almost furry outer layer. The skin was inedible
but the tubers were easily peeled with a knife and when consumed yiel-
ded a surprisingly robust, nutty flavour.

OThesethings are great baked, just like a potato, or better yet, roasted
over an open fire like a shish kebab,OLennik rhapsodised. OTheycook in
their own husks, the hairy stuff just burns off, and when the husk splits
open along the seam youOvegot this nice, tender meat just ready for
somesaltand N ow!OMaria had jabbed him in the seatof the pants with
the rifle butt.

41



OEnoughwith the food fantasies already,Oshe told him playfully. OOr
101l feed you to the next terrible predator we come across.O

The sun rose high in the sky over the banks of the New Zambezi asit
wound its powerful course south and eastfrom the northern scrublands
to the Great Savannahs.It was the time of the summer rains, a fact reflec-
ted by the migration of the herds towards the south and east. The giant
savannah buffalo in particular were dependent upon greenery and high
amounts of precipitation: drought killed more buffalo than did
predators.

Ahead the four found their view screenedby another low rise. Sud-
denly the ground began to shake with the sound of countless hooves.
They could hear the panicked yelling of menOsvoices and the sharp re-
ports of several gunshots, followed by the bellow of wounded animals
and more stampeding. Curiosity won out, and they quickly drew to a
small stand of brush atop the rise to ascertain the source of the
commotion.

On the plains below no fewer than six of their pursuers were futilely
attempting to stand down or to evade a charging herd of buffalo. Lennik
knew the great animals usually preferred threat displays to actual
charges: the men must have especially drawn their ire. Their rapid-fire
salvos felled a few of the animals but only angered the onrushing tide.
Two of the men managed to escapeto the sanctuary of a thinly-wooded
grove, where the power of the buffalo onslaught would be dispersed
somewhat. Four of them met their painful and sickening ends on the
tossing horns and beneath the powerful hooves of the cavalcade. The
mightiest of predators quailed before a charge of giant savannah buffalo:
the men had been fools even to try to stand against it.

Nigel turned away, trying to block the awful screamsof the dying men
out of his mind, to keep them from becoming memories. No time for this
now, Nigel, he told himself. You hatebloodshedtut thereOsothing elsefor it,
just maintain your composure.

OWell,guesswe know how notto try out for OBuffaloBillOstatus,OLen-
nik quipped with an air of morbid levity.

Maria frowned in puzzlement. OBuffalo Bill?O

Lennik shook his head. ONothing. Just an American historical figure
from a few hundred years ago.O

OCaptain N Father.OThe two bloodied, bedraggled men practically
collapsed before their two superiors as they addressed them.
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Hussler frowned, both at the dreadful state of the men and the fact
that theyOdaddressed Landa in addition to him. Who the hell did they
think was running the show here?

OGoodnesswhatever happened to you?OLandaOrdinarily cool tone
carried a sincere note of concern.

OBuffalo N attack, back that way.O One of them thumbed over his
shoulder from the direction in which they came, panting and out of
breath. OStarted threatening us, so Mathers shot in the air over their
heads to frighten them off. OStead, they charged us.O

Olmbecile!CHussler raged. OYounevershoot at buffalo, theyOlltrample
you to death if they donOtgore you firstt Where are Mathers and the
others?0O

The other man looked at his commanding officer with a look of pure
hatred that would have cut granite. OGoredand trampled to death like
the imbeciles they were, sir.O

Landa cut in, his brow wrinkled with concern. Pushing Hussler aside,
he pulled out a clean cloth and a bottle of antiseptic and beganto dab at
the blood on their faces.OlOnsorry to hear of the losses,men. |Ovecalled
the medics and theyOrecoming over to take a look at you two now. Were
you seriously hurt in any way?0

The men looked at him, somewhat taken aback by his ministrations.
The second man spoke. ONo,thank you, Father, we just got scratched by
the bushes as we ran away.O

Hussler turned aside, rubbing his eyes wearily. That meddlesome
priest just hadto exploit his outburst, which was only becauseheOdhad
no sleeplast night and beenout looking for the blasted delegatesbecause
hewould take the fall! Goddamn it all, did the priest haveto be so ingrati-
ating with his men? He reached for his hip flask and took a gulp of
whisky, felt its liquid fire sorcery kindle in his stomach and spread to his
muscles. He lit another cigar.

His handheld beeped. He answered it. OWhat?O he growled.

It was the voice of Joachim da Cunha, one of his most trusted and
competent lieutenants. OCaptain, weOveset up positions around the
Range SheriffOsstation and midway between the station and where you
are, as youOve ordered. They still havenOt arrived, but weOll catch them.O

Hussler closed his eyes. That might have been the first piece of good
news heOdheard since heOdailed to catch the delegation in his trap, he
realised. HeOdlost two good men in the night to a tigrekraken and four
more to a buffalo stampede, been upbraided in front of his men and his
authority undermined by a priest for Chrissakes, but it still wasnOttoo
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late! OGreat,Joachim, youOvedone well.O He commended him. OWhen
we get out of all this thereOsa whole bottle of single-malt whisky with
your name on it in my liquor cabinet.O

OThanks Captain, weOll keep you posted.O Joachim signed off.

Stupid delegatedHussler thought. TheyOdbeenfools to ever tangle with
him, and now they had nowhere to run. You may not know it yet but the
gameOs all over.

*kk

Lennik had decided that Pleistonia was ruled by a particularly capri-
cious god with adelightfully wicked senseof justice. He tried not to look
at the mangled remains of the four men asthe party picked its way for-
ward. LetOseejn oneday weOvlada run-in with greatcrestedupokrakens
and seen four men trampled and gored to death.

Renna stiffened in alarm, as usual her keen eyes and watchfulness
alerting her to the possibility of danger before her cousins. She froze.

Drawn by the migrating herds, the sounds of violence and especially
by the smell of fresh blood, a dracokraken was lumbering towards them.

ONot another dangerous beast that wants to eat us.OMaria groaned.
ONow | amgoing to have to use this thing.O Shetightened her grip on the
rifle.

ONoyou wonOt.Q.ennik insisted. OltOgust after the carrion. As long as
we donOt make any sudden moves or indicate thatvewant it weOre fine.O

They gave the immense predator a respectful berth. As it drew closer
they could seetwo cubs trailing in its wake. Males with cubs were al-
ways the most dangerous. The adultOstentacles writhed in anticipation,
scenting the air. The men had managed to kill three full-grown buffalo.
The dracokraken family had probably never seensuch afeast. The father
sunk his tentacles into the full underbelly of a buffalo and tore out its
innards with gusto, helping the two eager cubs partake in the meal.
Overhead the scavenging pterostars were circling, drawn by the promise
of an ample share in the feast.

Dis-gusting.O Maria shook her head.

Rennaseemeddrawn by the carrion. Although sheknew better than to
approach a male dracokraken with cubs, her speciesMatural affinity for
scavenging was an instinct not easily repressed.

OSorry,babe, we donOthave the time to scavenge.OLennik gently led
her away. OAlthough the fresh meat would be nice.O

OlOmot sure | could stomach one of those things.O Nigel pointed to
the buffalo carcasses.
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Lennik shook his head. ONonsense,Father, you never had bison?0
American bison had been brought on the First Fleetin addition to cattle
and other domestic hoofstock. OJust like a better beef.O

Nigel closed his eyes. OPleasel.ennik, for the love of God donOtmen-
tion beefight now.O

The grasslands rolled on, and they encountered still more rolling
herds of buffalo, taurochs, and bounding swiftcattle. Thankfully there
were no more close calls with predators. They passed a young
tigrekraken enthusiastically devouring a half-grown tauroch, so en-
grossed in its dinner it barely gave them a glance. They witnessed an
impressive high-speed chase between the great crested lupokrakenOs
smaller cousin, a pack of common lupokrakens, and their primary prey,
a herd of swiftcattle. In panic one of the swiftcattle veered in their direc-
tion, and before any of them could do a thing it had leaped clear over
their heads.

OSureis one hell of a place,OMaria said, shaking her head. OSometimes
even working the Range SheriffOs office you forget that.O

OSpeakingof which,O Nigel frowned, Oit seemsthat we should have
heard from them, at least, by now. After all, we are well behind sched-
ule, I would have expected them to deploy an effective search party by
now.O

OlOnsure they have.OMaria nodded. OButthis is one hell of a big place
to be searching in. We can only hope that theyOllthink to sweep the
course of the New Zambezi N it certainly wasnOton our travel agenda
originally. And of course, theyOll think that HusslerOs on their side.O

Lennik checked his handheld. OIf my maps of the New Zambezi are
not mistaken, we are about at the halfway point between where we star-
ted out and the station.O

Maria checked her handheld and brightened. OHey,youOreright, good
going Lennik!O

A sudden rustling in the brush and they all froze. Maria had the rifle
ready to fire in a half-blink of an eye. Lennik drew with practiced ease
and was surprised to see Nigel do the same.

OlOdvatch where | put those, if | were you,0a manOsvoice drawled.
The party jumped. From behind a dense stand of brush the speaker rose
to his feet, revealing alean, rawboned frame, an unruly thatch of auburn
hair and a stubbled chin. OAllen MacReady at your service.OHe saluted
them mockingly with one hand, cradling a powerful assaultrifle almost
casually in the other. OCrew!Ohe commanded. Five more men emerged
from their positions, forming a rough semicircle around their leader.
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As one the three sapiens groaned. They had walked straight into the
trap.

OCaptain,O MacReady drawled into his handheld. OThis is Allen
MacReady. IOve got some news youOve been waiting to hear.O

HusslerOgpatience was about to snap. He and his men had been going
almost non-stop since yesterday. HeOdhad teams spell each other, trad-
ing places on the search so they could get some shuteye, but that could
only go so far. TheyOdcovered miles of the same goddamned bush and
grasslands, lost two men to a tigrekraken and four N four! N men to a
bloody buffalo stampedand still nothing!

A Range Sheriff search party had finally caught up with them. Landa
was speaking with them now N at least the meddlesome priest was
making himself useful. When he had the opportunity after all this
Hussler was planning to sort him out plenty good! Teach him to be all
high and mighty!

His handheld beeped. OWhat?Che barked. OMacReady?You N what?!
Fantastic, MacReady, dispose of them and hold the area until | can get
over there!OA broad grin cracked his rugged face. Knew this would hap-
pen. MacReady signed off and Hussler stalked over to his driver, who
was lounging against the wheel of an ATV but snapped to attention as
soon as he saw Hussler. Hussler barked orders and a handful of his most
competent soldiers joined him in the ATV N no sensealerting the Range
Sheriffs to what was going on. Hussler glanced in the direction of the
deputies and was pleased to see Landa was still keeping them busy.
ThatOs it, priest, just keep them busy.

OComeon, drop your weapons or we start shooting N and that pretty
little cave bitch gets it firsttO MacReady threatened, gesturing with his
powerful assault rifle towards Renna.

MariaOsmouth twitched. Lennik tried to look at her from the corner of
his eye, but his attention was focused on their captors. His mind was ra-
cing. TheyOrgoing to kill us. Theyhave to kill us or weOlexposahem. Did
Maria know that? Did Nigel? Surely they did. The real question was:
would they do what had to be done?

Lennik tried to take in his companions. Both of the sapiens seemedjust
as frozen as he was. Renna bared her teeth and let out a low stream of
chatter. Again Maria made as if to speak, this time letting out a slight
hiss of air. Lennik looked. Sodid Nigel. Shegave them a hard look. She
knows.

46



OCome on, drop Oem!O MacReady barked.

Olf we do that youOllshoot us down.O MariaOstone was accusatory,
bold.

Goodwork, Maria. Lennik thought admiringly. Stall them. Anything to
buy us time.

MacReady chuckled coarsely. OSister,weOllshoot you down in your
tracks if you donOwdrop your guns! Now lay Oemdown and we can
negotiate!O

Why doeshewant us to dothat if heOgist goingto kill us? Almost as soon
as he asked himself the question Lennik realised he already knew the an-
swer. HeOs afraid weOll get off a lucky shot or two N or six.

ODo you swear before God you will not harm my friends?O Nigel
asked, his face earnest and sincere. He held the weapon from himself
with distaste, in one hand as if to surrender it.

MacReady looked over at Nigel, and rolled his eyes. OYouOrén a
mighty poor position to be making deals, Father. What in blazes you
even doing with that thing?0

It was all the opening Maria needed. Her fingers were corded livewire
as she dropped the rifle to firing position and unleashed a punishing
salvo. No sooner had she gotten off a shot then Nigel turned with aston-
iIshing speed and alacrity, dropping two men with impeccable accuracy.
Lennik leaped as soon as he heard the loud report of the first shot, pro-
tecting Renna with his body and dropping the last man from a crouch.
MacReady and his men, taken wholly off-guard, fell to a man, their few
shots flying ineffectually off course.

OEveryone all right?O Maria asked.

Nigel managed to steady his trembling hands. OYes,thanks be to
God.OHe said, surprised to find his voice remarkably firm. OAnd thanks
to my target practice in my youth, aswell. |Omsurprised | still have it in
me.O

OWell, I0m glad you did.O Maria told him. OYou two okay, Lennik?0

Rennapulled Lennik closefor an embrace,nuzzling his neck affection-
ately, then nipped his ear. OHey, cut it out, you little flirt!O Lennik
laughed, squeezing her back. OWeOréine, thanks.OHe got up, helped her
up and dusted himself off. Renna warbled softly.

OWeneed to get out of here fast.OMaria observed. OHusslerand party
are already on their way.O

Hurriedly they grabbed more weapons and provisions from the dead
men. Despite the fact that the guns were extra weight to carry, Maria
made Lennik and Nigel grab one assault rifle each. She shouldered a
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secondrifle, grabbed a handgun to replace the one Nigel was borrowing
from her as well as a grenade bandolier. Then they set off, running as
fast and as far as their legs would take them.

Hussler swore, howling until he thought his lungs would burst, raging
until his throat burned and his vision swam. Impossible no longer held
any meaning for him. He refused to believe in the impossible becauseit
kept becoming possible. Not only had a rag-tag group of delegates
evaded his grasp by fleeing, they had killed six N six N of his men in a
direct confrontation. Together with the four trampled by buffalo and the
two slain by a tigrekraken, that brought the death toll to a staggering
twelve men lost trying to stop them! His men were murmuring mutin-
ously behind his back and Landa was taking more control than ever. For-
tunately for him, it was only his small party at the sceneof the gunfight
N the better to keep it under the wraps for now.

He forced himself to calm down, taking deep breaths. It wasnOtover.
He had contacts, powerful contacts with the Greenpark Brigade who
could pull him out of this messif it becameintractable. Whatever Landa
thought, he wasnOthe only one whoOdcovered his ass.And the fugitives
were still out there somewhere, and whatever the costitOdbe well worth
it when they finally closed the gap.

OKeepmoving,0 he growled to the driver. OTheycanOtbe far. WeOll
find them.O

It was NigelOsidea to tack to the west, away from the New Zambezi, in
order to avoid further ambushes. Crossing the river would take precious
time and was dangerous; best to get back under cover.

They stopped by a small creek, sheltered by surrounding brush and
slightly hilly terrain from view. Exhausted, the entire party sprawled by
the bank of the creekto eat and take a breather. It was a swelteringly hot
and humid evening: it was summer on the northern savannahs,the time
of the hottest temperatures and the warmest rains.

Maria fanned herself furiously as small, four-winged flying inverteb-
rates known as helistars buzzed excitedly about them, drawn by the
smell of their sweat. OlfyouOllpardon me, everyone, IOmgoing to go be-
hind those bushes down by the creek and take a bath.O

Ol0Ibe watching,O Nigel told her, hefting his rifle and winking at her
over his double entendre. Maria gave him a dirty look and the priest
smiled.
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Olnthat casel, being hot and sweaty but much too beatto do anything
about it, am going to take a nap.OLennik unbuttoned his shirt and laid
back on the ground, placing his hat over his eyes.Rennacuddled up next
to him. OWatch out for helldragons, Maria, they sometimes come up
creeks like this.O

OlOmtaking my weapons, thanks, Lennik,0O she acknowledged and
turned to leave.

OAwoman who takes her guns to the bath,OLennik mused aloud from
underneath his hat.

Nigel chuckled. OWho would have guessed?0O

Lennik awoke and thought he would die. Never before, he thought,
had he felt so unclean.The dust and grime of more than a dayOsvorth of
solid travel was coated to his skin, now drenched in yet another layer of
fresh sweat. Maria was back, digging determinedly at a tenacious woolly
yam plant with her knife. Nigel was asleep on his back. Renna was
nowhere to be seen.

OSheOdown by the creek.OMaria answered his unspoken question.
OYoushould go join her, you look N and smell N dreadful.O Shesmiled
wickedly.

OThanks,O Lennik groaned, rubbing his eyes wearily.

Renna was thoroughly enjoying herself: she lolled in the shallows,
sinking her hands and feet in the soft mud.

OComeon, you, letOsfind some privacy,0 Lennik chuckled. Renna
looked up at his approach, her face brightening. They walked behind a
screenof bushes and around a bend, shielding them from view. Lennik
looked around, worriedly scanning the areafor any signs of predators or
their pursuers. By great good fortune they were still undisturbed. He
plunged into the water fully-clothed, then emerged to lay his clothes to
dry on the bank. He sank back in with a sigh of bliss, Renna following
closely.

For a time he closed his eyes, lying back in the water and feeling the
sun caresshis closed eyelids and the water gently enfold his body asiit
washed away the grime.

Renna touched him.

His eyesjerked open. There was something so indelibly and indescrib-
ably powerfulin that touch. She closed her hand over his shoulder and
then let it fall away, making soft sounds. He turned to look at her.
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Her face was very closeto his. Her eyeswere filled with something so
powerful it crossedeven the evolutionary gap that divided them. Desire.
At long last Renna was discovering her sexuality.

ORennano, you canONO he started to protest. There were lawsagainst
this sort of thing. HeOd helped to put men in jail for this!

Shetouched him again, more excitedly. In that moment Lennik real-
iIsed that there was nothing she wanted more than this. And that was the
difference: unlike a human child or an animal of another species,a sexu-
ally mature Homo erectuscould engage in consensual sex with a Homo
sapiensWith that realisation came another: in that moment he felt heOd
never met a woman from his own species so beautiful.

In the light of the afternoon sun, the two unlikely lovers intertwined in
lifeOs great embrace.

*k%k

Ringing the Range SheriffOsstation, concealed behind scattered stands
of brush and boulders Joachim da Cunha and his men lay patiently in
wait. Below they had watched the coming and going of Range Sheriff
planes for hours. Their own plane was concealedwith camouflage nets a
short distance off.

Joachim wiped the sweat from his brow and raised his binoculars to
his eyes for the millionth time that day to look at the New Zambezi
Range SheriffOsStation. It wasnOtmuch to look at, just a simple wooden
structure with a few outbuildings and a crude landing strip for planes.

Unlike his superior, Captain Hussler, Joachim was a quiet, reserved
kind of man. People often thought of him as brooding and moody but
the truth was simply that he didnOttake to company. The frontier life ap-
pealed to him becauseof his personal philosophy of strength and self-re-
liance. He saw himself as an individual who strove for what the ancient
Greeks had called autarky or self-sufficiency. The Captain liked and trus-
ted him becausehe was competent and dependable but Joachim felt no
loyalty to him. He simply followed orders becausethat was how to get
ahead. Few men had ever crossed him: he bore a white scaron his right
cheek, souvenir of a knife fight with a pair of frontier toughs at En-
counter Point whoOdthought to get the better of him after losing at cards.
He touched the silver chain that hung at his neck at the thought: he still
carried the dried, severed ears of the two men as a memento.

His handheld vibrated. Joachim answered it. OLieutenant Joachim da
Cunha.O

OLieutenant, this is Major Abdul Kandiyoti, Fort Greenpark. We are
speaking on a secure line.O
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Joachim nodded. Fort Greenpark was the command centre and train-
ing facility for the Greenpark Brigade. OlOm listening, sir.O

OLieutenant,command has beenmade aware of your situation and has
reached a decision. What is your position now?0O

OWeare posted around the New Zambezi station, sir, to intercept the
delegation.O

OOurintelligence has informed us of the deaths of twelve men in the
attempt to intercept this delegation, half at their hands and half by wild
beasts.O

Twelve?! Theytookout MacReadyQmarty?! Joachimwas shocked. Olwas
unaware of the former six, sir, although | am sorry to hear of it as| sta-
tioned those men myself.O

OLieutenant, this situation is deteriorating: there are Range Sheriff
planes throughout the area and if the situation continues to deteriorate
theyOllbring in the National Guard to shut us down. A lot is at stake
here, and it has become apparent what needsto be done. Do you under-
stand your orders?0

OYes, sir, | do.O JoachimOs voice was calm, measured.

OThen you know what you must do.O The line went dead.

Joachim turned to his expectant men. OMove out.O He told them.
OMacReadyand his party are dead. WeOragetting back aloft. OHe placed
another call. OFatherLanda? That was Fort Greenpark. TheyOvereached
a decision. IOmon my way back now. IOvegot some businessto attend
t0.0

*k%k

They returned to camp flushed and invigorated. Maria stared suspi-
ciously. OThat took a while. Everything all right?O

Lennik nodded and Renna warbled excitedly. OYes, thank you,
everythingQOs fine.O

OWell, weOd best get a move on; looks like NigelOs finally stirring.O

The priest, hearing his name, satup with a groan. OThankyou, yes, IOm
up. Thank you all for indulging me but | needed that.O

Ol think we all did, Father.OMaria told him, handing him his guns.
The priest acceptedthem soberly and they set off, evening shadows be-
ginning to lengthen.

OWeOllo it in a straight march, more or less,OMaria told them. OIOve
kept track of our progress and weOrenot that far from the New Zambezi,
so weOllkeep going and we should be at the Range SheriffOsstation not
long after dark, maybe a couple of hours. And | think weOvealready run
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into our quota of dangerous predators sowith any luck we wonOtbe run-
ning across any more.O

OLetOsope not,OLennik groaned. OButif we do, Renna here can al-
ways try that stone trick again, right?O he grabbed her playfully and
Renna vocalised happily.

Maria shot them a suspicious look but held her tongue.

They made good progress as the afternoon wore on to evening. The
wilds of Pleistonia seemedto have finally exhausted their repertoire of
unpleasant surprises in the form of large and powerful beasts,and well-
rested they actually felt their spirits begin to rise as they neared their
goal.

OTheyOlteally be out for us in force by now,O Maria confidently ex-
pressed. OFrankly, IOma bit surprised we havenOtseena Range SheriffOs
plane by now. Probably happen soon, though.O

Nigel smiled. OlOnsure theyOllfind us soon. How much more can this
planet throw at us?0

OPlenty,OLennik told him with a half-chuckle. OBut donOtworry,
something tells me weOreclear for now. The big predators all have to
have big ranges to hunt in, and weOveencountered the onesin this area
already by my reckoning.O

OlOnust amazed we didnOthave to use any of our weapons against
them.OMaria shook her head, hefting her rifle on her shoulder. ONotthat
those soldiers were so fortunate, of course.O

OOverall, weOve been remarkably blessed with safety,O Nigel observed.

ONow we just need to be blessed with a rescue plane,O Maria replied.

Nigel nodded knowingly. OHeOs working on it,0 he assured them.

The shadows were longer now and the landscape was opening again
to rolling savannah when at last they saw it. Lights moving through the
sky: a plane, cutting a course from the north, the direction of the station,
coming towards them at a tangent.

OThere you go, Nigel,O Lennik said. OGood guesswork.O

Nigel looked toward the approaching aircraft gratefully.

Maria reachedfor her handheld but Lennik stopped her. OWait, Maria,
how do we know itOs from the station? What if itOs one of HusslerOs?0O

OldonOtthink so, IOmpretty sure thatOshe model the Range SheriffOs
office uses,O she assured him.

OAll the same, be careful.O

Shesenta call signal from her handheld to the plane, hoping her hand-
held would have the power to reach that far. The handheld beeped.
Maria acknowledged the call.
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OThis is Deputy Kim Joon, Range Sheriff, come in.O

OThisis Deputy Maria Cardenas, Range Sheriff, and companions!OShe
couldnOtrestrain the excitement in her voice. OYoudonOtknow how glad
| am to hear a friendly voice, Deputy, but thereOsnot much time.
Quickly, while youOrecoming in for a landing, standby for transmission
of file.O

OAcknowledged, standing by.O

Maria quickly found the file containing the photos and her report on
the massacre and sent it.

The noise of another approaching craft caused them to turn. Fear
rolled over them like an icy wave.

ONot again,O Nigel grimaced.

Maria thought fast. ODeputy, weOrebeing pursued by Captain Hussler
and his men! IOmsorry, thereOsot time to explain, youOrejust going to
have to trust me!O

The Range Sheriff plane was angling its approach. The other plane,
which had clearly caught MariaOs hail, was turning too.

OThefile contains the report of a massacreon an erectusvillage near
here! The mutiny at the mission was against oppressive conditions. The
BrigadeOdrying to eliminate us to keep us from telling the truth! Look
out, theyOve got a door gun!O

OAdoor gun?! What the NO Deputy Kim broke off. OHangon, theyOre
hailing me.O

The small party waited with bated breath, seeking shelter low to the
ground, trying to screenthemselves from view with the scant brush in
the area, but to little avail. There would be no escapethis time if the
plane opened fire.

HusslerOshandheld beeped. It was Nielsen. OCaptain,come quick, we
got Oem! Hurry, this Range SheriffOs coming to get Oem!O

OShoothim down.O Hussler growled. OWeObe right there. YouOrenot
far from me and IOm on an ATV, weOll catch up in a few.O

HusslerOdriver was already driving like a bat out of hell by the time
heOd hung up.

The Range Sheriff plane surged forward, barrelling at the larger plane
from the MPS. Taken off guard, the larger plane tried to swerve to out-
manoeuvre its smaller opponent in order to climb. Skilfully, Deputy Kim
hovered over it, blasting the window of the cockpit with his planeOgets.
The pilot of the larger plane evidently panicked, sending his craft streak-
ing downwards and away from KimOs designated landing site.
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It was all the opening Kim needed. He angled for a descent,the Range
Sheriff plane swooped down like a bird of prey. No sooner had it hit the
ground then the four ran towards the raising hatch and the promise of
freedom, through choking clouds of dust.

Deputy Kim was alanky, handsome Korean who affected a dark leath-
er bomberOgacket with style. OSwinglow, sweet chariot!OHe gave them
a smile. No sooner had they scrambled inside than he dropped the hatch
and took off with aroar. Behind them the larger plane was regaining its
footing in the skies like a malevolent giant lurching to its feet. OWell, |
must say, you four look a sight.OHe offered them tubes of a condensed
high-protein shake and they gratefully accepted.

As the Deputy flew, dodging devastating salvos with astonishing ease,
he listened to their story and recorded it on the planeOscomputer.
MariaOsfile had already been relayed from the planeOssatellite connec-
tion to the station, and to the Range SheriffOsentral command in Hearth.
Soon the whole of Pleistonia would know.

OSoundslike one heck of aride. YouOrducky you didnOtdie N several
times over.OClenching his teeth in concentration, he focused on the pur-
suing craft. OButif youOreto stay lucky we still N need N to N get N
back though.O The larger craft was becoming desperate, emitting great
gouts of fire that raked their smaller plane. The plane shuddered but
stayed aloft. OThatother pilot was terribly offensive, he wanted to take
all the credit for rescuing you for himselfl When | wouldnOt back down
he threatened to drop me from the sky!O

Olthink he wanted to rescue us plus a few holes in our vital organs,
and take the credit from Captain Hussler,O Lennik said dryly.

The plane shuddered again, violently.

OWeOrenly a couple of miles from the station!OMariaOsvoice was ur-
gent. OWe can make it!O

OWeOlmake it.O NigelOsvoice carried measured confidence mixed
with worry.

Kim swore. OThereOanother plane coming. Looks like one of theirs.
Damn but youOre popular.O

ONot another one!O Lennik groaned.

As the plane drew closer it becameapparent that it was the other mis-
sion plane. Suddenly the computer on the Range Sheriff plane
squawked.

Olncoming missiles!O Kim shouted.

The party looked up in shock.
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OButthey donOthavemissiles!OMaria protested. OTheydidnOtuse them
before!O

*k*

Joachim had never bothered to tell Hussler that heOdhad concealed
missile bays installed on his plane. One of a number of secretsthe Cap-
tain didnOtneed to know about his trusted lieutenant. Some weapons
were meant to be deployed in extreme situations asa last resort, with the
element of surprise making them the more devastating in their effect.
Now the missiles streaked through the air with an awful note of grim fi-
nality toward their intended target.

The second mission plane exploded, torn from inside out into a thou-
sand fiery shards.

Joachim noted a hail signal and answered.

OCome in, Nielsen, whatOs the word?0

OThis is Joachim, Captain, and the problemOs been taken care of.O

OTakencare of N what? Joachim, whatOsgoing on? Why arenOtou at
the station?0

OJust stay where you are, Captain, I0Il pick you up and explain.O

OWhaton earth just happened there?!ODeputy Kim wanted to know.
OFirst the Greenpark BrigadeOs after you, now theyOre killing their own?0

Ol get it.O Maria gave a low whistle. Ol get it. TheyOrecovering their
tracks. They know they canOtpull a complete win so now itOsdamage
control N they had to take out that plane becauseit attacked us, in order
to give whoeverOsin charge N IOmguessing heOgjot to be on the other
plane N any credibility in court!O

OSoweOvewon.O Lennik breathed. OHey, weOvewon! WeOregoing to
change things!O

OWecan only hope.ONigel gave a deep sigh of relief. OAnd | can see
that | will have even more to tell the See than | had expected.O

OWhatOgoing on here? WhyOveyou stopped?OLanda demanded to
know. Together with the main party he had caught up to Hussler.

ODonOgive me that, priesttOHussler snarled. He was a gnatOsvhisker
from snapping that goddamned priestOseck. He took a deep pull from
his hip flask. OJoachimsaid itOsbeen taken care of, coming back to pick
me up is all.O

Landa stopped and folded his hands beatifically. OlOllbelieve that
when | seethe bodies, Roy, becausefrankly those four have given you
more trouble than | would have imagined possible. Twelve men dead,
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Captain, twelvemen.I just hope this forces you to re-evaluate your over-
all competence.O

Further animosities were forestalled by the arrival of JoachimOs plane.

OCaptain, Father.OHe greeted eachin turn with deference. OIf youOll
kindly come with me |10l take you to it, and then back.O

OYesJet us.OLandaOsmile was thin. Olwant to seethe bodies of the
people who cost this outfit three times their number.O

Hussler shot him a venomous glare but for once had nothing he cared
to say.

Joachim winged the plane not north and east but to the east and
slightly south.

Hussler frowned. OHey,whatOsgoing on here? Thought you said you
was going to take us to them.O

Joachim reassured him. OWeOrgoing where we need to go.OLanda
nodded approvingly.

They flew for atime in silence and then Joachim spoke up. OWell, this
is it. Cuff him, men.O

The soldiers on board the plane rushed asone upon a startled and out-
raged Captain Hussler, relieving him of his weapons and handcuffing
him thoroughly.

OWhatOs all this about?0O Hussler yelled. OWhat the fuckOs going on?0

Oltseems| was only a little mistaken,OLanda told him. There was no
mercy in those cold eyes.OWhenl said that you were a sacrificial lamb, a
scapegoat as it were, | should have remembered that you know too
much N youOrea liability, Hussler, a blunt instrument thatOutlived its
usefulness.O

OTheCompany canOafford to take that risk,O Joachimtold him. Olre-
gret this, Captain, but in the end N itOs just business.O

ONow see here N you canOt N | demand NO Hussler spluttered.

OTowhat? Talk to Fort Greenpark?OJoachim asked. OBecausehatOs
where |IOmgetting these orders. TheyOvehad me on the back burner for
jobs like this one for years. IOmwhat you might call a special-ops sort of
man. Too bad | had to shoot Nielsen down, but that couldnOtbe helped.
Here looks good.O

The plane pulled in asif to land but Joachim didnOttake it all the way
down.

Oltruly regret this Captain,0Joachimtold him. OButsome things canOt
be helped. Take those cuffs off him and toss him out.O
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The men did as ordered. Hussler yelled as he fell seven feet to the
ground, landing hard on his back.

OSayhello to our old friends for me,OLanda called after him as the
hatch was shut.

Old friends?What the hell doeshemeanby N Hussler froze. Despite the
waves of pain coursing through his body he could hear the tramp of
stealthy feet in the tall grass as the plane departed.

A low, menacing vocalisation. No, it canObeE strong hands seized him
roughly, pulled him to his feet by the neck. Hussler choked, gasping for
air as he was forced to look into an all-too-familiar face.

A pickaxe rose menacingly in the darkness and the night was rent with
HusslerOsscream, cut mercifully short by a sickening thud as MarcusOs
swing found its mark.

*k%k

The next day, and the station was abuzz with reporters, National
Guard, Range Sheriffs and Federal Investigative Agents. An army of the
press, politicians, bureaucrats and law-enforcement officials had descen-
ded upon the small outpost. A scandal was breaking and a class action
lawsuit was already being filed against RefinerOsAgent and the Green-
park Brigade on behalf of the erectus in addition to the damages that
were all but certain to be awarded to Maria, Nigel, Lennik and Kim the
pilot. Joachim had been arrested but the caseagainst him was poor and
the BrigadeOslick legal team had already got him out on bail. Landa was
under suspicion but no definitive case yet existed.

OThisis all too overwhelming,O Maria remarked to Lennik, having
stolen a quick moment outside away from the crowds for a quick cigar-
ette break. Lennik was smoking a cigar and downing a pint of ale.

OYouOr¢elling me.OLennik was smiling. ODidnOthink 10dhave to get
chasedby those bastards to make my case,but | canOairgue with results!
ThereOsalk about closing down the entire Mission Partnership Station
system. | spoke with the commander of the National Guard and theyOre
putting all the Stations under a provisional occupation, kicking the
Greenpark Brigade out and everything!O

OAnNd Cardinal Agustino Cruz currently can not be reached for com-
ment.ONigel smiled. OIOveaught wind of rumours that the Native Mis-
sions Arm may be in for some hard times, though.O

Rennavocalised excitedly and pried LennikOsale mug from his fingers
and took a sip. She had weathered the tumultuous adventure rather
well, Lennik thought with pride.

Maria looked at the two of them sceptically. Nigel raised an eyebrow.
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Lennik noted her look. OLetOmist say | think | now know why RennaOs
never taken a mate or bonded with her own kind before.O

Maria shook her head. OLennik, IOmnot one to judge N 1Ovedone more
crazy shit then anyone | know N but | canOtelp worrying that this is a
little too far.O

Lennik nodded. Olknow. And | donOtblame you for thinking that be-
causeitOshow | thought myself. What it comesdown to, Maria, is weOre
all trying to figure out how to treat them: are they human or beast or
something else?And you know what IOmfinally coming to understand?
They blur the categoriesbetween Ohuman@nd OsomethingelseOThey are
a human species,theyOrgust not us! And thatOsvhatOsso hard for every-
one to get, becauseweOreall seeingthem as Ocavemen@r Oapemenénd
we get lost along the way.O

Olthink thatOswhy the Seehas been so knotted up about whether or
not they have souls,ONigel chuckled. Olfigure God can sort that out. IOm
just going to live my life the bestway | know how. IOvenever been one
for imposing my faith on others N that certainly wasnOt ChristOs way.O

Maria smiled and shook her head. Olstill canOget my head around it,
Lennik. But after what weOvebeenthrough | consider you three some of
the best friends 10Ovegot. And who knows, maybe in a hundred yearsO
time youOll be hailed as a revolutionary.O

OI0Il settle for saving DarwinOs Corridor,O Lennik mused.

ODarwinOs what?O Maria asked.

OThis place.OLennik gestured expansively. OThis strange, beautiful,
deadly planet thatOskept Homo erectusalive and well for tens of thou-
sands of years after it went extinct on Earth. Did you know the last ones
died out on Earth well after modern sapiensarose?0

Maria and Nigel shook their heads.

Lennik nodded. OltOgrue, in Javaand other parts of Southeast Asia
connected to Javaat the time. And on the island of Flores to the east, a
dwarfed species descended from Homo erectus,Homo floresiensislived
even more recently. So thatOswhy | call this DarwinOsCorridor N itOs
preserved an entire species,with very few changes,that once gave rise to
our own species.Last time we encountered Homoerectust led to their ex-
tinction. But now weOvegot a secondshot N 10mgoing to make sure that
it doesnOt happen again.O

Renna warbled happily as she drank the last of his ale.
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Homo Erectus and the Nature of Evolution: an Author’s Note

Writing about evolution in the sphere of popular fiction is a fascinating
and invigorating challenge. But the potential pitfalls are many, and | fear
that | may incite confusion and misconceptions about the nature of evol-
ution in general and Homo erectusand human evolution in particular.
Accordingly, | thought it fitting to write a small addendum to explain
my own positions and something of the status of what is known
about Homo erectus.

First and foremost, let me be very clear that | in no way intend the por-
trait of Homoerectushat | have painted here to be an OauthoritativeOone.
Expert views concerning such particulars as the evolution of fire, lan-
guage, and the speciation that gave rise to Homoerectusand then to Homo
sapienglo vary. It is clear that Homoerectugpossessedfire, although some
would saythat 1.4million yearsis a date too early for them to have done
so. For the purposes of the story this matters not: | assumethat had they
not possessedit at the time of their arrival on Pleistonia, 1.4 million years
Is more than enough time to have mastered its use.

Sowhy 1.4 million years? First and foremost, | selected this date be-
cause by this time Homoerectushad emerged in the Oclassicorm most
commonly associatedwith the species,including the mastery of the Ach-
eulean stone tool industry which in Africa (but not Eurasia) was domin-
ated by the first stone tools to be carved on both sides (hence the term
ObifacesGr OhandaxesOps well as other tools known as OpicksOand
OcleaversQGnentioned in passing in the story. The Acheulean lasted for
over a million yearsin one form or another. By this time erectushad also
assumed the morphology (form) of atall, bipedal specieswith character-
istic facial features that distinguished it from the earlier erectus
populations.

And this brings us to the secondreasonthat | chose 1.4 million years:
to sidestep a knotty and intricate debate between competent experts con-
cerning the classification of the early erectusremains (approximately 1.9/
1.8N1.4 million years ago). One camp maintains that the designation
Homoerectusis valid, while the other camp, based on certain morpholo-
gical differences of the cranium, classesthese remains as Homoergaster!
personally have no desire to go on record as a proponent of either inter-
pretation, as it is at the time of this writing (to my knowledge) still
primarily a specialistsO debate.

As to why | did not selecta more recent date for the arrival of erectus]
wished to give the various non-native organisms of the planet time to
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evolve in novel directions. And of course, had | chosenmy date too late,
erectuswould have beenat a different stage of its evolution. It should be
noted that organisms are always evolving, attempting to stay in tune
with the changing demands of their environments, both climatic and
those related to the quest for food and, where applicable, efforts to evade
predation. But when circumstances change more dramatically organisms
may evolve correspondingly and comparatively quite rapidly N hence
the profusion of different kinds of cattle not known to earth, the result of
the radiation of a single ancestral population to fill a variety of herbivor-
ous niches on Pleistonia.

But is it conceivable that Homo erectuscould have remained so essen-
tially unchanged for so long? Here, perhaps, is the authorOsgreatest li-
cence,but one for which | invoke a justification near the end of the story.
Asian Homoerectusparticularly those in Java,survived until shockingly
recent times: less than 50,000years ago, possibly as recently as 25,000
years ago (after the last Neanderthals died out, ¢.28,000years ago in
Spain and Croatia). While they had changed from their African ancest-
ors, of course, they were still recognisably Homo erectus.And the Homo
erectusof the story are not intended to be entirely unchanged: hence the
designation Homo erectus pleistoniens@, Homo erectusf Pleistonia.

The reader may well be asking her or himself, What is the relationship
between Homoerectusand Homosapiensvolutionarily? The short answer
Is that, according to the most credible interpretations, Homo erectusin
Africa became Homo sapiens, with a divergence approximately
400N500,000years ago between European/ Middle Eastern and African
populations that led respectively to the Neanderthals (Homo neander-
thalensi3 and to us, ultimately N although both outcomes took a few
hundred thousand more years to develop. Neanderthals appear in the
fossil record by about 120/125,000years ago, and anatomicallymodern
humans by about100,000years ago, but not until approximately 50,000
years ago did sapiens became behaviourallymodern, with a creative ex-
plosion of art and new tool types. This creative florescence,known asthe
Great Leap Forward, was the beginning of the end for both the Neander-
thals and the Asian erectusOver the course of the next 20,000years or so
Homo sapienssapiensspread from Australia to Portugal and the British
Isles, driving our evolutionary cousins extinct. The diminutive OhobbitsO
of the Indonesian island of Flores (who stood about 1 meter tall), were
probably driven extinct by a volcanic eruption 12,000 years ago that
wiped out much of FloresCunique fauna (including rats the size of rab-
bits and dwarfed elephants the size of water buffalo): fossils from the
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Liang Bua basin date asrecently asthirteen thousand years ago, stagger-
ing in light of the fact that sapienshad already occupied the region and
beyond to Australia for tens of thousands of years! Local legends still
refer to a creature startlingly like the Floresian Ohobbit.O

How does evolution work? Can a speciescontinue to exist after giving
rise to another species?Yes, becausethere are a number of means for
speciation. A single speciescan become another over time by adapting
continually to the environment and incorporating beneficial changes N
this is the most commonly-perceived and understood means of evolution
and by far the simplest N but other ways exist. For example, the species
may be diffuse, spread out over alarge area,and in one or more areasa
new speciesor more than one new speciesmay be given rise to while
some proportion (possibly the main body) of the old species persists.
Forget the iconic but grossly outdated and incorrect Omarchof progressO
showing the journey from ape to man (never, youOll notice, woman!),
evolution is a branching shrub or tree of family relations, not a simple
and straightforward line.

Sois it really all that implausible? Taking for granted the factor of star-
hopping aliens with no scruples about enslaving (or domesticating?) our
ancestors,could Homoerectushave survived on a suitable planet thusly?
More important is Lennik?s point: how would modern humans classify
living erectusand treat them? Our track record with other groups of our
own speciesis dismal: one thinks of the Islamic conquests,the Crusades,
the Mongol expansion, the sheer savagery and sanctimonious hubris of
the European destruction of the Americas beginning in 1492,and within
the author?s own lifetime Rwanda and, currently, Darfur. Would we,
could we, be expected to do any better, even at a future date, for our
evolutionary cousins?Despite the dire and abysmal nature of things | see
some grounds for hope: it is getting more difficult (but not, | add, im-
possible) for statesto openly carry out genocide, slavery has been offi-
cially abolished and the cause of minority, gay and women?s rights ad-
vanced in my country and others. More than anything | hope to leave it
as an open, and profound, question for the reader to answer.
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Fantasy
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Arachnis: a Tale of Tiana, by Richard K. Lyon and Andrew J.
Offutt

Tiana fastened the handsomely decorated pin to her blouse, above the
swell on its left side. Again she hugged the huge man.

Oldo love you, father, and | thank you again! ltOsheautiful! IOvenever
seen such workmanship N it looks so real!O

ONothingOstoo good for my daughter on her birthday,O he said
smiling.

There was no grey in his tightly curling black hair, nor had he yet re-
tired as captain of his ship, still called BlackFox and TianaOsonfronta-
tions with Derramal and Pyre and Ekron were years ahead. The only de-
mon in the mirror sheknew at this time in her life was her own vanity N
to which she admitted no more than to fear.

OBut where did you find such a bauble, father?0

OAh, ask me no questions,Ohe said, smiling in display of those oddly
short front teeth, and he wagged a finger at her.

Tiana smiled too, and her emerald eyes sparkled no lessbrightly than
the topazeson her chest;her present was a spider carven of gold, and set
with two yellow stones that were its eyes.

After a while, though, she asked again: OFatherE you have long said
you are raising me to take over the business. | trained well, in Reme,
with Bandini the Cat.O

OAye, and you did well. To be both female, and white, you do very
well, Tiana my daughter.O

OHmp,Oshe said darkly, distracted from her original purpose by a
possible slur. OlOveold you before that 10llbe happy to dye this pink skin
and red hair to be as black and beautiful as yours, fatherE but try to
make me other than female and 10llfight you! It is veryE convenient.
You saw how handily | slipped steel through that merchant captain
whose ship we took but three days ago. It was becausehe was staring at
my breasts! From now on, | wear nothing but tight shirts and short leg-
gingsE but 101l keep a cloak on till we board other ships!O

He shook his head. OAh, Tiana, Tiana. YouOllbe far from the first wo-
man to use her femininity against us poor ogling men!O

OYou call me a woman, then?0

OWellE almost.O

Ol am sixteen today!O

OAye, and next year | donOtmisdoubt me youOllbe ready to be cap-
tainOs first mate, on ourBlack Fox.O
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She smiled. OWhich someday will be changed to RedVixenE father.O
She caressedher gift. OTellme where you got my present. | know you,
and | know you did not buyit.O

He looked at the foundling heOdlong ago adopted, and he smiled
fondly on her. OAnd why should | not buy my beloved daughterOssix-
teenth birthday gift? | have wherewithal aplenty N as of three days
ago!O

OBecausegyou are a pirate,O she said chuckling, OandyouOdnot buy
anything you could steal; Otwould be sinfull Come, tell me. Tell me. |
should know, as part of my education.O

He gazed long at her. Then, OAye,| will tell you. You were with me on
yester day, when we paused to peer into that old temple to NarokaOs
spider god. Today, while you were in the marketplace with Bunin, | re-
turned to the temple. There IE found the bauble.O

OFather!OrianaO=syes were large. OYoustole from a temple.Will not
the god of the Narokans be angered? And the priests?0O

OTiana:among my people we worshiped Susha, who has two faces
each of surpassing beauty, black of course, and a bosom like this. The
neighbouring tribe called her Sushi, and showed her with a whole
cluster of breasts, like grapes. Throughout most of the world, people
revere the Cow whose Cud formed the World and the Turtle whose Back
bearsthe World. Yet here in Naroka men say that the abhorred spider is
the only true god. There is no priest in the temple IE visited, today.
NarokaOgyod has moved to the great newer temple over on SacredWay.
If he left behind a son to dwell lonely and alone in a deserted temple,
perhaps, the son would be but a godling, small and hardly powerful.O

Tiana had not meant to bring on a fatherly lecture on religion. StillE
OButfather, if the god of Naroka is asthey claim big as a horse, even a
small son would be a formidable spider indeed!O

OWhatcare | of the gods of these poison-makers? Tomorrow we sell
them the last of the spoils off that Bemareseship, and set sail for RemeN
home. TonightE | am weary. Good thefting is hard work! As for
NarokaOgyod: asyou know, daughter, | myself am without fear. Bethou
the same.O

And in that inn of NarokaOsPort Thark, Caranga went to bed, and to
sleep. Soon so did his daughter, and when noises awoke her she dis-
covered that violence had taken place in CarangaOshamber, and he was
gone without his sword N clear indication that he had been taken. Fur-
ther, some fool had spilled some sticky stuff on the floor N and her
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blouse bore an ugly ragged rent, where someone had torn from it her
brand new birthday present.

It was then that Tiana, at sixteen, girded herself for the first time to res-
cue him she called father. Shewent alone, taking sword and dagger and
the other tools of her trade, which was theft. Shefared alone through the
dark streets of Port Thark, and she strode purposefully, for she knew
precisely where she was going.

Her boldness and senseof purpose were as nothing against the temple
door, which was securednot by alock that might be picked, but by a bar,
on the inside. Tiana fared around the side. There she found no door, and
thence she went into the alley behind the temple. Here was another door
N securedjust aswas the main one. Tiana had already learned to curse,
and she proved it.

Then, in darkness, she saw the window high above. A black square
against the fulvous stone of the old, old temple.

Oh well, then. ChildOsplay! And with her padded grapnel and silken
rope, it was. The hook caught the high sill on her secondthrow, the pad-
ding stilling the sound of steel against stone. Shewent up the wall light
as a cat.

Natural with time and most appropriate, cobwebs laced the window.
Shecould hardly seewithin. Besides,it was dark. Shecould cut through
these webs and lower herselfE Cobwebs? Tiana horripilated. Ever had
Caranga been at her to seethings not asthey were expectedto be, but as
they truly were. For that reason, heOdsurvived many trials. This, she
realised, was no ordinary web that nigh filled the window space.Each
strand was thick, too thick, and the interstices were too wide.

Whateverspunthis web,she thought, plannedto catchsomethinga lot big-
ger than flies!

Watchful waiting was forgotten. This was a challenge and a problem
to be solved, by the highly skilled thief Tiana felt herself to be. HmmE
the slightest touch to this web should bring on a very large spider
indeed.

If she was to rescue Caranga, it must be fought.

Fighting her foe on its own territory was absurd. She frowned, push-
ing her lower lip in and out while she pondered. In this web, a human
would be asafly in anormal one. Sheconsidered. As an alarm, the web
was only half clever. Regardlessof size, a spider was a silent and solitary
hunter. Why, theyOre almost as patient as | am!
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An attack by it would bring no other spiders or human guards, surely;
it would move silently, without warning to assault, immobilise, and
devour.

Shewas debating whether to summon the thing and slay it or attempt
to slip in, when beneath her, within the darkened building, she noted
faint movement. She saw nothingE staredE and slowly, the shifting
shadow resolved into a definite shape: a spider, presumably black, and
large as a hunting hound. Its compound eyes seemed impossibly large
topazes N cracked. They did not focus, so asto give her possible hint of
the thoughts this dark thing had. If it thought.

Of course it didnOtthink. Not thoughts: intentions. Intentions required
no thought, any more than the web-spinning of a creature directed by
instinct.

Yet N Tiana considered. There was a big difference between planning
to slay an overgrown bug, and facing this eight-legged monster! She
watched it climb until it was a few feet below her. It stopped. Instinct
warned it not to leave its web, she assumed, however tantalising the
prey just beyond webOsedge. Girl and spider stared at each other in a
long, long moment of fragile truce.

She saw that its huge jaws were equipped with big fangs, which
drooled ayellow-green slime. Themonstemmust deliverenoughvenomto kill
an elephantTiana mused cheerlessly.

Too, it did not walk on eight legs like its smaller cousins; this outsized
arachnidOstwo forelegs, thicker and more powerful, were permanently
raised for combat. Anything caught by those OarmsQvould never escape
the envenomed jaws. It was armoured, too; it wore its skeleton outside
the squishy body within, like plate mail.

Surelya goodthrust from a bladeasslim asminewill piercethat carapacdi-
ana mused, butE whereto strike a mortal blow?Where were its heart and
lungs N did it have such organs? Behind those staring eyesE was there
a brain she might pierce and destroy? She remembered once having
completely beheadeda wasp, which she picked up to carry triumphantly
to Caranga. It had stung her painfully, just asif it were alive. And when
she tried to fling it away, the legs and feet clung.

Tiana was as vain of her courage as of her beauty. Shedid not admit
fear even to herself, and never remembered terror once sheOdvhelmed
its source.Now N now it moved, and her arm quivered with gooseflesh.
That settled that.

Since this ugly huge thing frightened her, she must kill it.
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A glance at her grapnel showed it firmly in place. Her rope of silk was
coiled about her left hand. Using a fold of her cloak as glove, she could
quickly slide to the ground without getting rope burns. That was swift
retreat, afterE

She shifted position slightly and her rapier flicked out and down. Its
needle point slashedacrossthe spiderOsantennae. The thing lunged up at
her, and she braced and thrust: straight and true. Her rapier plunged in
between the great cracked-yolk eyes. The armour snapped. The rapier
went in. Tiana held her arm steady; the beast continued coming; a foot
and then two feet and then nigh the rest of her rapier vanished into the
creatureOsbody. Because of the angle of spider and its stabber, the
bladeOgip emerged, dripping, from its lower body N and for Tiana it
was let go the hilt or lose her arm.

Tiana let go and swung back, squatting with most of her body outside
the window so that anyone below would have had a most fascinating
view. She stared at the spider, which had stopped. Good, then. Surely
such a transpiercing wound would swiftly prove fatal.

It did not. With great speed the spider lunged, and Tiana dropped,
barely evading the grasp of its hairy forelegs. Sheslid swiftly down her
rope, back into the alley, while the spider gained the windowsill. A
thread of pallid white dropped from its body and Tiana felt a cold, sticky
touch on her right arm. A few feet from the ground, her downward slide
was arrested with an abrupt jerk. It hurt. And that was not all.

Her right arm was twisted above her head N and she was being
pulled steadily upward. The spider had ejectedwebbing, snared her, and
wasE reeling in, or something like. Did spiders do that? Tiana didnOt
know. And she didnOt care; this one did, and was!

Now that her weight was on the spiderOdine, her own rope had gone
slack. Desperately giving it a flip, shetugged hard. The grapnel hopped
free of the sill and tried to fall on her. A great spider-leg was in the way.
The beastwas toppled forward to plunge past Tiana. Shegroaned, trying
to hang onto, her own rope and being pulled by webbing andN

Shehit the ground hard, and rolled. The web that had snared her had
been scraped loose; her arm, abraded on the hard-packed earth of the al-
ley, oozed blood. Shethrew herself up, whipping out her dagger, and N
where was the accursed beastie?

It should have fallen near her. Yet it was nowhere in sight. Sheglanced
around again, her heart pounding, and then came the slight sound and
she hurled herself flat. The black monster shot through the air above her.
Apparently a hastily-extruded strand of webbing had prevented its
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falling all the way, and now it was swinging back and forth in the alley,
a pendulum of death. She had no place to go; the narrow alley ended a
few feet behind her, and the old templeOsrear door was barred from
within. The spider whooshed past again.

Fighting down panic, Tiana tried to think her way out of the trap. If
she moved to the end of the alley, shewould be trapped, and the enemy
had only to drop on her. Justnow, it was at the top of its arc; now it was
failing toward herE Sheran toward it, and at the last moment dived to
the ground. More pain, but she hardly noticed, hearing those venom-
drooling jaws snap within a handOsbreadth of her body. Shewas clear,
already up and running. Her abraded leg tried to buckle, and held. The
thump behind her was shocking, asthe creature landed on the ground,
six-legged, and pursued her. Sheheard the point of her rapier scrapethe
ground, still thrusting from the monsterOslower body. The thing was
gaining on her!

Why did the fatesdecidethat I, with only two legs,must racea fiend that
runs on six? What disadvantageloesthe Droop-sentthing sufferto pay for its
four extra legs?

She stumbled, and had her answer: balance.

It was too late to worry whether her flash of idea was good or no. In
another instant the dog-sized spider would run her down. She swerved
leftward, stopped, and sprang to the right even as she whirled around.
The spiderOsheadlong rush carried it past her; it too had swerved to its
left. As it scuttled by, Tiana slashed, but her dagger glanced harmlessly
off an armoured leg.

Stopping almost instantly a few feet beyond her, the spider started to
turn.

In an act that would have looked insane to any observer, she pounced
N at the beast.Before it could come around to face her, she struck again,
and this time with force and accuracy. Tiana was accustomed to thrust-
ing; she was swift and could never be so strong as many male warriors.
Therefore she had long ago chosen the swift, light rapier N and now,
with her dagger, she made a rapier-like thrust.

Justasa mailed knight might be stabbedin the joints of his armour, so
the spiderOsarmoured leg possessedvulnerable joints. Into one of these
spots her steel bit deeply. Feeling triumphant but trying to back-pedal
too rapidly, Tiana sprawled, and the spider was now facing her. Big
multi-faceted eyesgleamed. The monster lunged N and toppled over in
midst ride. Before it could regain its footing and compensate for its one
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uselessleg, she swivelled on her backside and stabbed another leg joint.
Then she rolled, with all her might.

A filthy pirate stared at her wounded enemy.

Though the spider struggled, it could no longer stand up. Tiana
grinned. Rising, she moved about it; calmly and carefully, she destroyed
the use of another leg, and then one OarmO,and then, though barbs
brought blood from her own arm, she daggered its other arm like leg.

The spider was helpless. Not without some difficulty, Tiana regained
her rapier. Arachnid blood gushed.

Her own legs made it emphatically clear that they wanted a rest. Rath-
er suddenly, Tiana sat. The hard earth felt fine. Her heart was pounding
furiously and her lungs burned. Little shudders came and went. She
considered.

In retrospect, she was surprised that she had not sooner perceived the
solution. The spider walked with a gait like that of a horseOsdrot: the
right front and rear legs moved forward along with the left centre leg,
while the other three remained down, and then the left front and rear
legs and middle right, and so on. Sincethe creature was ever propped on
three legs even when rushing, it never had need for a senseof balance.
Losing the use of a single leg proved a fatal disadvantage for a creature
without balance.

Rested and armed again, Tiana rose. Well, she thought, at least| was
never scared; had | been | might have died!

This time her grapnel caught only on the third throw, and once again
she went up the templeOsouter wall. She passed the dangling cord of
arachnid webbing without touching it. On the sill, she loosed her grap-
pling hook, turned it and anchored it again and, after a brief rest, descen-
ded into the dark, musty temple. She was grateful for the bit of moon-
light that leaked in through the window now high above. A few flips of
the cord loosened the grapnel and brought it hurtling down. After coil-
ing the silken line many times around her left arm, she held the hook,
just back of its head. With her rapier in her other fist, she advanced
through the temple, wishing she had a light.

Spiders she thought, like thedark And horrification came over her like
the feet of a hundred spiders. She heard nothing; saw nothing; felt noth-
Ing in this vast chamber save herself.

At last, after too much time spent in silent searching that discovered
nothing, she yelled CarangaOsname, waited an instant, and yelled
OFather!O on a second breath.
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His muffled reply cameat once. A few more shouts from eachof them
soon had her at the small door back of the altar. She opened it, and
squinted at the light. The single candle seemedbright as dawn, after al-
most total darkness. Careful not to let the door close behind her, she
squatted beside her foster father, who lay on the floor. He was bound
and said heOdhot beenharmed since his arrival here. There had beenone
man. Tiana cut him free.

OWell, daughter,O he said, with a big hand on eachof her upper arms.
Oltseemsthat my birthday present was ill-chosen. |Overeceived a nasty
bump, but a great gift: my own daughter has come to free me!O

OYes,B@he said with Tianan modesty. Olbelieve | am worthy of being
called CarangaOs daughter and first mate of his ship.O

OUmm N youOllnot tell anyone you had to come fetch me out of a
closet, trussed like a lamb for market, will you?O

OProbablynot,Oshe said, waiting while he picked up the candle. ONo
N letOs leave by the rear door. | want to show you something.O

OMy captor?0

OUh N yes. FatherE tell me what happened?0

Olcannot believe it! I, who sleep so lightly, awoke to discover that my
ankles were roped and my captor was just finishing tying my wrists,
with some sticky stuff. An incredibly quiet man! When | awoke and tried
to struggle anyhow, he hit me with something. | awoke here N the fel-
low was strong, too! He said that | would be sacrificed tomorrow, and
then he heard something and left me. He heard you, eh!O

OWhatdid he look like?OTiana asked, as they let themselves out into
the alley.

OTallishfellow, wiry, weird yellow eyes.He wore a long black N oh.
You need not have asked. | seewhat you wanted me to see.OCarangaOs
nod directed attention to a spot a few feet away, and Tiana looked.

Then she stared.

No spider lay in the alley. There was only a man, a man who had been
tallish and wiry and lay now in a hideous jumble of twisted limbs. Blood
covered him, face and body. On the breast of his long black robe
gleamed a small spider wrought in gold, with topaz eyes; TianaOgirth-
day present. The robe was twisted high to reveal the better portion of
one arm and both legs. All had bled from the main joint, where eachhad
been broken.

Tiana swallowed, and swallowed again, and did a bit of deep-breath-
ing. OLetOsHetOdet him keep theE ornament, father. | donOtmean to be
ungrateful for my birthday present, but | really donOt like spiders.O
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Caranga chuckled and draped a big arm across her shoulders. Its
weight felt good, as did the squeeze he gave her, against him. ONice
work, daughter. Threw him out the window, did you?0

She shuddered and, reminded of the window, glanced up. No, she
hadnOtbroken his legs and arms by throwing him down, and she hadnOt
dreamed it, either. A long strand of silvery grey, sticky-looking, hung to
sway gently in the little breeze finding its way in from the docks.

OFatherE 10msixteen now.O Though her legs were a little tremulous,
she pretended otherwise as she and Caranga walked out of the alley.
ODonOt you think IOm old enough to drink wine, rather than just ale?0

OWellE surely youOveearned it on this night. YouOveheard me talk
about various types of wine, my fearless daughterE what kind do you
think youOd like?0

"?Whatever we have the most of,"? Tiana said.
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A Matter of Taste, by Sam Leng

It was late morning, Sunday, in Yorkshire, and raining heavily again.
Dylan Fitzgerald was hardly surprised. Despite a summer of floods,
Monday-to-Friday had beenpleasant, with bright skiesand high temper-
atures. Sitting in a stuffy office during this weather was depressing, but
at least there had beenthe weekend to look forward to. Dylan had inten-
ded to unearth his gear and head off to Wykeham Lakes for a spot of
fishing; a hobby heOdbeen unable to pursue so far this year, due to the
bad conditions. Initial predictions had been positive, promising sunny
spells, moderate heat, and, most importantly, no rain. Ha! Did thesefore-
casters ever get it right?

Switching on the kettle, the middle-aged bachelor glanced out of the
window. Yes,the rain was truly torrential. Diagonal lashes,blown by a
strong wind, beat down onto his Begonias. The Koi pond was beginning
to overflow, and the borders of the lawn, of which Dylan was very
proud, were starting to swamp. Luckily, the centre of the turf was
sheltered by an alien spaceship which had, for some reason, landed in
the garden.

Dylan blinked. He was unsure, exactly, of what to do about the space-
ship. Probably MI5 would want to know about it. He poured himself a
cup of tea and dunked a chocolate digestive into the liquid. He was the
kind of man who appreciated his own privacy, and didnOtmuch relish
the prospect of being hounded by journalists, blinded by photographers,
or questioned by Men In Black-style agents. Why couldnOtthe spaceship
have landed next-door, for HeavenOsake?The Sampsonfamily were no-
toriously conceited, and would have adored the attention.

Sighing heavily, Dylan reachedfor the packet of biscuits, slumping his
shoulders as he realised heOdust eaten the last one. Becauseof the rain,
he had postponed his Saturday supermarket spreein favour of slouching
in front of the television, watching re-runs of Fawlty Towers. He regret-
ted this now. His food cupboard was practically bare and he was feeling
hungry.

A knock on the window caused Dylan to snap out of his misery. Two
grey, large-eyed facespeered through the glass. Eachhad a head of blue
hair, which was covered, in part, by pink hairnets. Dylan rushed to the
door, unlocked it quickly, and threw it open.

OcCanl help you?Ohe asked the aliens, who he could now seeheld clip-
boards and wore lab-like white coats.
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OIOnDr Lute,Osaid one of the figures, Oandthis is Dr Gonda. May we
come in?0

Dylan stepped aside to make way for the two extraterrestrials. They
appeared friendly enough, and besides, he could hardly allow his visit-
ors to stand out in the rain.

Stepping into the kitchen of the one-bedroomed terrace, Gonda exten-
ded the introduction.

OLuteand | are from the planet Cui-Sine, in the galaxy of Acceptable
Standards. We work for a food inspection agency, and we have come to
assess planet Earth.O

OAnd what does that entail?ODylan enquired. OWould you like a tow-
el, or a hairdryer, by the way? IOmsorry about the weather. Global
warming, and all. Though to be honest, England was never the sunniest
country.O

The aliens shook their heads simultaneously to decline the offer of a
towel or a hairdryer. Lute proceeded to answer DylanOs first question.

OWewould like to sample Earthly cuisine. We have ultra-sensitive
taste buds, which makes us connoisseurs of food. It is our job to travel
the Universe, experiencing the edible products of each planet.O

OWe have checklists to complete,0 Gonda added, shaking the
clipboard.

Dylan empathised with this. He was often given checklists to complete
at the office. He was responsible for quality checking new software pro-
grams, and while he couldnOtprofess to having ultra-sensitive taste buds,
he was, most definitely, a computer whiz. His line of work suited him
well. Nevertheless, so many ticksheets did become utterly tiresome.

OlOmafraid there could be a slight problem with that request,ODylan
told the aliens. OYousee,becauseof the rain | didnOtgo shopping yester-
day, so | hardly have anything in. IOmhungry myself. Perhapswe could
get a takeaway? ThereOs good pizza place | know that offers free deliv-
ery if you buy garlic bread with your order.O

ONotakeaway,OLute instructed. OWehave selectedyou at random to
provide a meal for us. You must prepare it yourself, with whatever pro-
visions you have. The point of our job is to evaluate what Earthlings nor-
mally eat. Preferential treatment on our behalf is not required.O

Dylan grunted, swung open the food cupboard door and began hunt-
ing through it. He wished heOdust gone fishing, rain or not. He was no
chef at the best of times, and lived on beans-on-toastand tomato soup
whenever possible. He didnOtenjoy cooking, and had never once held a
dinner party for friends. Expecting him to prepare food without
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warning, and with the reputation of an entire planet at stake, was quite
unfair, as far as he was concerned.

Removing three slightly stale slices of crusty white from the breadbin,
and a half-empty jar of Marmite from behind his dwindling supply of
teabags, Dylan decided to make one of his favourite dishes. Absent-
mindedly, he begansmearing the sticky brown paste onto the bread, un-
troubled by the mealOsippearance.If normal Earthling cuisine was what
the alien food inspectors wanted, then thatOs exactly what theyOd get.

OAMarmite sandwich,Ohe informed Lute and Gonda, plonking a fol-
ded serving on three small plates. He handed one to eachalien, and kept
one for himself.

The unearthly guestsglanced at eachother, then down at their respect-
ive helpings.

OMarmite sandwich,0 Gonda acknowledged.

OMarmite sandwich,O Lute affirmed.

The aliens bit into the bread, chewed manically for afew seconds,then
spat their mouthfuls out across the kitchen.

OThatOs disgusting!O Lute roared.

OHeOs trying to poison us!O Gonda accused.

Dylan was unsurprised by their dislike. OltOgrue then,Ohe mused,
staring at the masticated sludge which stuck like glue to his kitchen wall.
OYou either love it or you hate it. | love it.O

OWehate it!O The aliens growled asone. They spun on their heelsand
stormed out of the kitchen, into the rain outside.

OHow rude!O Dylan thought. A few months ago, his uncle, who lived
in Italy, had paid a visit to England, and had insisted on cooking cala-
mari. If there wasa God, He had surely never intended for humans to eat
squid. Dylan had almost gagged. However, out of politeness he had
forced himself to consume the meal. He would expectthe same courtesy
from any guest of his, but evidentially, inhabitants of the planet Cui-Sine
were short on manners. He shrugged and watched as the spaceship
hurtled into the sky. There was nothing to protect his beloved lawn from
flooding now.

At ahundred thousand feet above ground, Lute and Gonda began pre-
paring their lasers, aiming the deadly rays directly towards the EarthOs
surface. The aliens would destroy this puny planet for subjecting their
taste buds to such an atrocity. They had never sampled anything so foul
in their lives.

Inside, and oblivious, Dylan Fitzgerald plodded into his lounge and
turned on the radio. OltOshe End of the World as We Know 1tOby REM
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was playing; one of his favourite songs. Turning up the volume, he took
a bite of his Marmite sandwich.
OAnd | feel fine,O he sang.
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The Spirits of '26, by Robert Laughlin

Mayor Van Laan and his company drove no further up Delancey than
the Roosevelt Parkway. As expected, uncleared rubble and abandoned
vehicles forced the motorcade to halt afew blocks from the Williamsburg
off ramp. From there it was a difficult trip on foot, eighteen men and wo-
men in hard-armour radsuits picking their way through the obstacleson
Delancey and then south on Lafayette. The most direct route to their goal
was out of the question becauseBrooklyn Bridge was unusable, the Man-
hattan off ramp a gloppy, flash-melted candle stub.

The mayor was in front and thought nothing of personally pushing
aside a twisted mass of fused angle irons that blocked the narrowing
path. Only the four law enforcement officers present had insignias em-
blazoned on their radsuits, but even without any visible badge of rank,
Augie Van Laan was the obvious leader. He towered above the journal-
ists and officials accompanying him like Charlemagne above stunted
Gallic peasants. His eyes, the only parts of his face visible through the
leaded glass slit in the white radsuit helmet, were large and unblinking,
silver-blue with yawning black pupils, the eyesof a stage hypnotist who
holds an entire audience under his spell. And he had a palpable senseof
purpose, a determination to achieve through his own efforts or the co-
ordinated assistanceof others, even if the desired achievement was ap-
prehended dimly by everyone but him.

As they drew near the end of their hike, the eighteen people saw famil-
lar landmarks, now in ruins: the Criminal Courts Building, and farther
on, the New York County Court House and the Federal Office Building.
Steel frameworks that werenOtflattened this close to the blast were vis-
ibly bowed from concussion, and it surprised no one that few pigeons or
other birds were seentrying to roost in the surrounding piles of scorched
rubble. With every footstep, nine digital camerasclicked N digital, be-
cause everyone had beentold what radiation did to film stock. No pic-
tures of the stricken areahad beentaken since the evacuation, exceptaer-
lal photographs from a safe altitude. Van Laan was letting the press
corps back on the island again, and they were recording the very images
he wanted the world to see, of a Manhattan beyond any hope of
rehabilitation.

Still short of their goal, Van Laan could seethat the people behind him
were stringing out from fatigue.

OLetOs stop for a minute and rest.O
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No one complained; most sat down on the nearestcharred tree stump
or chunk of fallen masonry. The radsuits weighed seventy pounds on av-
erage,and had no servo-assistmotors. Thesewere considered and ruled
out as an undue expense,since the mass-produced suits were intended
mainly for sedentary operators of bulldozers, cranes and dump trucks.
Van Laan sat down near a city official appointed asyard bossto a one-
of-a-kind reconstruction project.

OSoStan, have you seenanything to change your estimate of the time
frame?0

ONo, not really. Clearing the streets still looks like a one-month job,
barring heavy snow. For the rest, so many blocks high-rise, so many low-
rise, weOllseehow well the timetable conforms to reality. | wouldnOtven-
ture afirm opinion about the big step, not just yet.OThe manOwoice pen-
etrated the helmet grille less effectively than Van LaanOs booming voice.

Van Laan and the other representatives of officialdom clustered to-
gether during the rest period and said little among themselves without
Van LaanOsprompting. The journalists, clustered further back, were
more talkative.

ODid you think it would be this bad?0

OWorse.We havenOtseena single dead body. | thought we would by
now; itOs not like there are scavengers to gobble them up.O

OS07?The evacuation was well done, nobody left behind. Anyway,
there are corpses here, trust me. More dead people in Manhattan than
living, long before Black Inauguration.O The reporter picked up a fallen
slab of sea-green slate. ONobody alive today usethis to clad a roof.O

OYeah,drom athird voice. OAbout everything in this borough was put
up by guys how many cemeteriesare there in New York, how many
just in Manhattan? Does anybody know?0

After five minutes, Van Laan got up and said, OLetOget going, people.
ItOsnot safe to dawdle.O Seventeenother cadmium white stick puppets
stood and moved their segmented arms and legs, directed not by an
unseen string-puller above, but by the lead puppet.

Soon Van Laan and the others reached a point where nothing re-
mained standing above ground. A few yards past the caved-in pudding
of the Foley Square fountain, the pavement started shading into
something not at all like the chemically pure green glass desert cover at
White Sands. Van Laan stopped well short of City Hall Plaza and let
everyone in the rear catch up, to survey the scene.Charred organic mat-
ter, plant and animal, and inorganic substancesof every kind found in
the earthOscrust or manufactured from it had melded into a rigid
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tarpaulin hundreds of feet across, featureless except for a few humps
representing the former Tweed Court House and a broad concavity just
to the south. Seenfrom a distance, the ground cover was a flat Crayola
grey. To someone standing on it, it was almost like mother-of-pearl,
waves of iridescent colour rippling over the hard, dull surface.

OOnlythe journalists have to come the rest of the way,OVan Laan said,
and twenty waffle-soled boots rang against the glossy ground at a mara-
thon walkerOspace N no one doubted the importance of completing this
photo-op in the shortest possible time.

Van Laan thought it was much like the groundbreaking ceremonieshe
had attended in his previous life, as an architect in the cityOspay. A
preening bureaucrat would clip through the ribbon after one or two sen-
tences praising the latest Van Laan project to have transitioned from
schemato solid. This time Van Laan was the focus of primary attention,
and he showed his instinct for political theatre by outpacing the press
corps to a spot between the court house foundation and the concavity,
and then turning on his heel to facethem. They all stopped short; most of
them took a moment to fit their cameraswith wide-angle lenses.Know-
ing he would be quoted in headlines and newscastsaround the world,
Van Laan said: OThis is where City Hall stood.O

Some of the journalists were satisfied with their scale shots of Mayor
Van Laan, some scurried up for good-measure shots of the blast crater.
One sweep of a second hand was enough to finish the archival photo-
graphy; the mayor and his armour-clad entourage hurried away from
Ground Zero to where the others were waiting.

OSheOs nuts!O

The speaker was a police sergeant who had hung a bit farther back
than anyone else.He was facing northeast, seemingly frozen in place un-
til the mayor put an armoured hand on his shoulder.

OWhat is it, sergeant? Did you see something?0O

OSir,IE 10msure | saw a woman in the ruins. She wasnOtwearing a
radsuit.O

Van Laan waited for quiet while half the people present strenuously
shushed the other half. OTake us to where she was.O

The sergeantled the way back to the County Court House ruins. OThis
Is where shewas, sir. | saw her standing on this mound, with her back to
me. Shewas wearing a blue dress and some kind of hat. It was just for a
couple of seconds,then shewent down the other side and | couldnOtsee
her at all.O The court house facade had collapsed inward and pulled up
part of its foundation. This happened after the heat flash had subsided,
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and the turned-up earth was unglazed, mingled with broken concrete
slabsin atall hillock. Van Laan and the sergeantlooked for a footprint.
The only indentation in the earth was the right length and width for a
womanOsfoot, but the object that made it was straight-sided and flat on
the bottom.

OWas this woman carrying something?0

Olhonestly couldnOttell,Othe sergeantsaid. OShehad her right hand in
front of her body. It could be she set something down and picked it up
again before | spotted her.O

Van Laan realised he had outsmarted himself. He picked people with
sterling service records to go on the first foray into the hot zone, all the
better for in-depth news profiles. The sergeantwas a fourteen-year veter-
an decorated for gunning down two bank robbers to end a hostage situ-
ation N not the sort of person one accusesof hallucinating or playing a
prank. Van Laan turned to his yard boss.

OStan,your work party is now a search party; there are too few of us
here to do the job properly. Get every man with a radsuit into Lower
Manhattan. We have to find that woman before she fries. We can puzzle
out her motives later.OVan Laan tried hard to crinkle his jet-and-zircon
eyesinto something disarming. OlguessthatOsall, ladies and gentlemen.
We hike straight out of here and let the search proceed.O

Van Laan kept ahead of the group, avoiding any journalists who
would have asked his permission to stay and report on the search effort.
He wouldnOt allow that for fear the boxy object carried by the woman
might be a Geiger counter.

*k%k

The terrorists chose Manhattan over Washington, and their one bomb
furnished Augie Van Laan with his long-desired, never-expected tabula
rasa

Augie Van Laan: a name almost comically apropos for the suddenly
made boss of New York City. Van Laan, his surname, smacked of pot-
bellied, bewigged aldermen in three-cornered hats, straight from the
Diedrich Knickerbocker era of the cityOshistory. August, the Christian
name always used in the diminutive, suggesteda Mulberry Streetgrafter
who treated with gangsters,ward heelersand union officials over a plate
of antipasto. Van Laan was a Manhattan native and so were his people,
going back asfar as he cared to learn. The last of the local schools he at-
tended was Columbia, where he took a certificate in architecture. He
spent lessthan two months in private practice before the New York City
Department of City Planning signed him on and put him to work at
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assorted projects of increasing importance. Performance reviewers were
impressed by his talent and capacity for hard work. Though not expli-
citly cited in his reviews, they were equally impressed by his height and
mesmeric eyes,and he figured in the wet dreams of two female review-
ers. Van Laan made it all the way to deputy planning commissioner in
only nineteen years, a near-miraculous feat in the gerontocracy of New
York CityOs civil service.

None of the people Van Laan had worked with suspected how he
really felt about the city that produced him. His orthopaedist father and
fashion mogul mother pooled their genesto get a well-tended filial ac-
cessory of their busy Midtown lifestyle. Short of any great effort, Augie
was well-liked by his prep school classmates.He was an excellent stu-
dent without being showy, and always contributed his fair sharein class
projects. He never had an ill word for anyone, teacher or student. Usu-
ally the tallest boy in his class,he had dual responsibilities to participate
in sports and mediate disputes between other boys, and acquitted them
both without complaint. Above all, Augie Van Laan didnOtseek to lead
and apparently lacked the urge to rivalry common among his classmates,
the power-lunchers of the future.

Augie had no confidants N no brothers or sisters, no really close
friends N and felt he couldnOttell his career-absorbed parents that he
was utterly disenchanted with school and with life generally. It started in
second grade, when he went to classthe first day and saw that an open
lot between his school and the bus stop had been added to the school
property and paved over that summer. There had beena worn diagonal
path through the lot and Augie remembered the fun of cracking frozen
puddles in the path and watching small, bright flowers bloom atop the
tall weeds. Augie couldnOtempathise with the other children who were
glad for the paving becauseit was easierfor their bikes to cross,and that
was when he began to suspect he was fundamentally different. He was
bored by boysCialk concerning cars, boats, planes and other material ex-
tensions of man, but he pretended to be interested for the sake of getting
along. It was the samewith his parents, who straddled the line between
the middle and upper classesand wanted to be decisively on the better
side; their talk was always of things, possessions,acquisition. Augie Van
Laan was growing up in a physical environment shaped almost entirely
by human design, aware that his father reconstructed people with artifi-
cial parts and his mother covered peopleOsodies with artificial fabrics
and both were handsomely paid for their efforts. Augie yearned for an
alternative, something he needed and couldnOt identify.
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The transforming event in AugieOdlife occurred at age ten: his mother
and father took him to the Adirondacks for a summer vacation. It was
actually the first time heOdeen outside the limits of New York City, be-
cause summer camp and membership in the Cub Scouts entailed more
contact with other children than he liked, and it took his parents ten
years to accumulate enough guilt to interrupt their appointment book-
driven lives. For two weeks the Van Laans were shown to every relat-
ively unfrequented brook and glade known to their guide. Augie had
seenthe small, crowded parks of New York and they were hardly more
than an extension of the city streetsto him. But this N the total absence
of flat, hard, homogeneous surfaces, either vertical or horizontal, any-
where within eyeshot; the novel experience of complete silence, except
when the adults present were talking among themselves; the aroma of
wild vegetation, without the slightest taint of anything that came from
an internal combustion engine. Beauty totally unformed by man, no part
of it created for his consumption or convenience, which Augie could al-
most pretend was known and appreciated by no one but himselfE

Augie Van Laan returned from the pines a week before classesre-
sumed. And when, on his first day in the fifth grade, his history teacher
told the familiar story of ManhattanOgpurchase from the Algonquin Indi-
ans, young Augie felt he understood everything. Over the next few
weeks he checked out cartloads of books and maps from the school lib-
rary. Marshalling his limited knowledge of papier m%.chzechnique, he
built a serviceable tabletop model of Manhattan asit looked before that
fateful day in 1626,when Dutch traders bought off the Indians with a
sack of five-and-dime goods.

Van Laan grew into a lanky teenager whose sepia hair barely cleared
door lintels without getting mussed. Strikingly handsome, with penetrat-
ing eyesin a broad, earnest face, he could have been class president if
that had been his ambition. As before, Van Laan didnOtinvolve himself
in student life beyond minimal expectations. He went out for track and
field, which demanded lessof his time than the alternative choice of bas-
ketball, and did his best with numerous undersized partners at the
better-attended school dances. His studies were the real focus of his ex-
istence and he was deliriously happy when Columbia accepted him.

Augie Van Laan wasnOtable to arrange many more trips outside New
York City until the day his parents gave him a new car, but long before
that he had decided the forest-garden dichotomy in favour of the forest.
He categorically preferred given, timeless nature to the ephemeral fabric-
ations of man, and he fixed his inimical thoughts on New York
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especially. It was the devil he knew. Every building, shop sign and paint
smear of graffiti was avariably short-lived monument to some worthless
ego; every ton of concrete and asphalt was a further reduction of bio-
mass except for potted flowers, processed plant and animal remains in
refrigerators and kitchen cupboards, and one self-centred speciesthat no
longer remembered or cared for its natural heritage. The irony of Van
LaanOsituation was that he intended to become an architect. He would
fight the good fight, a secretrearguard action on behalf of the Manhattan
of his imagination, the one lost to the five-and-dime traders back in 1626.

Van Laan kept his aims a secret, and when the city hired him, he
waged the fight in small ways calculated to arouse no militant opposi-
tion. His early years in the department were devoted mainly to renewal
projects, designing structures and facilities in blighted areas.Van LaanOs
superiors frequently complained that his designs gave too little bang for
the buck. If Van Laan was asked to design a slab-sided building on afill
lot, he rebated it in front and back to allow for generouslawn strips. If he
was told to border an enclosure with poured concrete, his design called
for unfinished dimensional lumber or labour-intensive rough stone. Too
much undeveloped space,too much use of disadvantageous natural ma-
terials N Van Laan politely stood his ground and was lucky enough to
prevail most of the time, despite repeated threats to divert his projects to
a low bidder in the private sector.

In time, Van LaanOseeming integrity was noticed and praised by out-
siders, a fact that helped his subsequent promotions. Architecture critics
claimed Van Laan as a visionary with an aesthetic of site integration,
New YorkOsonly city planner to follow the organic design principles of
Frank Lloyd Wright and Alvar Aalto. Wright and Aalto were Van LaanOs
culture heroes in college until he realised how their mannerisms N
asymmetric and curvilinear forms, lack of distinction between interior
and exterior finishes N were conscious efforts to beautify their buildings.
For Augie Van Laan, there could be no such thing as a truly beautiful
structure. He considered his boyhood bedroom and present-day bachel-
or apartment beautiful only for what they had on their walls and shelves:
brightly coloured rocks and minerals, discarded antlers and snake skins,
houseplants brought up from forest cuttings, photos of upstate land-
scapesthat suggested the early Manhattan of Van LaanOdancy. Other-
wise, anyplace he lived or worked had no function but function, toler-
ated for keeping the unity of the flesh and the nature-loving spirit.

Never once was Van Laan late to finish any kind of commission. Dur-
ing a brief stint in the Queens office, he was told to take over for an
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architect, already behind schedule, who was flat on his back with pneu-
monia. Ironically, the unfinished work was a hospital annex; Van Laan
had never designed a medical building before, but he beat the twelve-
day deadline, logging nearly two hundred hours of work. Van Laan even
put in a characteristic added feature, an unspecified garden court that he
knew would reduce the number of bedsin a convalescentunit. It was a
feat much discussed in break rooms around the city N did Augie Van
Laan eat or sleep?As he had in school, Van Laan socialised just enough
to soften his image and forestall any possibility of becoming a pariah.
When his promotion to deputy commissioner came through, he invited
several other architects and their spousesto dinner, cautiously excluding
anyone who had angled for that promotion themselves.

Ol used to be a colleague, now IOm a flunky.O

OYounever know, Jeff,| just might wash out. Then theyOlldemote me
and youOll be a colleague again.O

OYeahE three cheers for the Peter Principle!O

Van Laan regretted his decision not to host the celebration dinner at
his apartment. The restaurant staff had set a rectangular banquet table
with four placeson eachside and one place at the end; Van Laan had to
take the end setting and look at the happy couples sitting across from
each other. Even seated he was half a head taller than his guests, and a
recently grown moustache added further to his air of command, but he
felt conspicuous and ill at ease.

The others did their best to make it an enjoyable night out.

OPour me a glass of the red, hon.O

ORight N a journey of a thousand miles starts with a single step.O

ODidnOWndy Rooney say the cost of dinner out gets hiked fifty per-
cent if your menu has a tassel?0

Ol remember hearing that.O

OOkay, then, whatOs the deduction for a squashed cockroach?0

OJush what NO

ONot with your mouth full, dear.O

The henpecked architect obediently finished chewing his breadstick.
OJustwhat do you have in mind for policy changes,Augie? The guys in
the trenches would like to know.O

Ol havenOt thought about it. Deputies donOt make policy.O

OLong as theyOre deputies. What if youOre the next commish?0

OWedonOthave to talk office talk at dinner, dear,Oand that was the
last question from that particular quarter.
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OYouknow, this city has had some kind of planning authority since
the colonial era.OThis from a landscape architect, almost the only person
in the department Van Laan thought of assomething of a kindred spirit.
Olf the first commissioner, or whatever he was called, could seewhatOs
been done to New York, do you think heOd feel guilty?O

OProbably.A senseof guilt dogs anyone in high office,OVan Laan said,
thinking that was the appropriate thing to say. Then the salads came.

Naturally Van Laan did dream about what he would do if he eventu-
ally became commissioner. He knew he would be able to effect real
change in New York City by disapproving or stalling construction in
open space, encouraging demolition of blighted properties to create
more open spaceand occasionally using his office asa soap box to decry
evil developers. Shortly after becoming a deputy commissioner, Van
Laan found he had little chanceof ever scaling that last rung in the pro-
motional ladder. The current commissioner wasnOtso much older than
Van Laan and showed no signs of wanting to retire early. He valued Van
LaanOgounsel and thought of his deputy asa needed voice of restraint,
Othe cityOsconscienceOQn his own words. Van Laan was too little of a
consensus builder to win the commissionerOsrecommendation as an
anointed successor,and there was no faction of devoted friends within
the department to endorse him; Van Laan was more respected than
loved. As an added demerit, Van Laan had become something of a clock-
watcher after his promotion to the executive suite. He was seldom in his
office until the dot of nine and refused overtime work whenever he
could. People who knew the long hours he once put in were at a lossE
Van Laan knew the reasons.The last couple of years, he needed more re-
lief from the concrete canyons, the kind available at his favourite rural
retreats. And when he was in New York City, every minute of his spare
time went to a personal project of the strictest secrecy.

The most forbidding obstacle for Van Laan, as he well knew, was a
changein civic fashion. New YorkOsmayor-elect was a former real estate
baron who campaigned on the slogan, OTheyOr€oming, LetOSBuild 1tO.
Van Laan was identified with the philosophy of less construction and
more elbow room, now out of vogue. The new mayor would never
chooseVan Laan to head the department, and a possible eternity of wait-
ing for a mayor who might just didnOtplease.Van Laan mulled the op-
tions and finally decided to quit for private practice. He could make out
well on catchpenny work in the suburbs and outer boroughs. Lawsuits
and smear speechesagainst a range of familiar enemies at home would
be a much-indulged hobby.
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The incoming mayor let it be known to every high-ranking civic offi-
cial N borough presidents, councilmen, fire and police chiefs, commis-
sioners and deputies from every bureaucracy N that they were expected
for his swearing-in at City Hall Plaza. Like a crown prince ordering his
nobles to be present at the coronation, Van Laan thought, and a personal
boycott would be Van LaanOdinal act before turning in his resignation.
ThatOshow Augie Van Laan chanced to be the only person in mayoral
succession who wasnOt turned into radioactive soot.

Van Laan had breakfast at one of his favourite spots, a Suffolk County
coffee shop with a rapturous view of Long Island Sound. It was located
in the hometown of the mayorOsvanquished opponent in the election N
appealing symbolism there. Morning haze kept Van Laan or anyone else
in the coffee shop from seeing the flash, but the explosion carried the
fifty miles, sounding like a distant, low-registered thunderclap. Com-
pared to most other nuclear weapons, it wasnOtmuch, a tactical bomb
with less punch than the ones dropped in Japan. Still, it vaporised City
Hall, knocked down every building in a quarter-mile radius and caused
afirestorm that burned out most of the areasouth of Houston Street. The
television setin the coffee shop was tuned to the inauguration; no one
guessedwhat had happened when a writhing GreyedRainbowinstantly
replaced the ceremony on the screen. Then the channel was switched,
and out-of-town stations had already interrupted regular programming
to carry news coverage of the disaster.

Van Laan didnOtjoin in the crying and moaning going on around him.
Someonestudying his rigid face closely might have concluded he was in
a daze, when in fact he was struggling to hold in his natural reaction.
Augie Van Laan, whose still-living mother was in Manhattan along with
hundreds of other people he knew, wanted to grin ear-to-ear. Whoever
the terrorists were, they had made a good beginning toward Van LaanOs
secret ambition. Few persons who realise great change for good or evil
lack the capacity to seize on opportunities, and Van Laan formed a plan
of action on the spot.

Eastbound highway traffic was moving at a creep. Van Laan took the
westbound laneslike an autobahn driver, arriving in Brooklyn thirty-five
minutes later. He knew from the radio that rare northerly winds had
pushed fallout uptown and refugeesfrom every part of Manhattan were
massing in the outer boroughs, aswere the news media. Augie Van Laan
strode up to the nearest television camera, identified himself as acting
mayor and said he was ready to take charge of the situation. When a de-
structive event takes place of such magnitude that the only reaction
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possible to most people is shock, the way is cleared for a leader to
emerge from obscurity if only he says forcefully enough that he knows
exactly what to do. Hitler and FDR were both made leaders this way by
the Great Depression. Augie Van Laan, the gimlet-eyed giant with an air
of complete certitude, said Ol am taking charge nowO and became the
nearestthing to a dictator that New York City had ever had. Van Laan
had discovered both his cause and his latent genius for leadership.

Van Laan sealed his authority with three actions performed in the
space of twenty-four hours. He persuaded the president and the gov-
ernor to let him direct the activities of federal and state officials within
New York City. He evacuated Manhattan to the last person, then put
sentries and concrete barriers at the approach to every bridge and tunnel;
no one was allowed back into Manhattan under any circumstances. And
he submitted detailed plans showing how the devastated borough was
to be rebuilt.

A better word might be OunbuiltO. More than six thousand hours of
Augie Van LaanOspare time had gone to the raddest radical retro pro-
ject any city planner ever imagined for Manhattan. It was loosely in-
spired by Van LaanOsone-time idol, Frank Lloyd Wright. Among
WrightOsmany unrealised projects was Mile-High, a gargantuan com-
mercial tower able to provide all of ManhattanOsoffice space;the rest of
the island could then be converted to residential, retail and park use.Van
LaanOsotion was, in effect, to tip Mile-High over on its side and tuck it
under the surface of the ground. Ten thousand cubic feet of space per
capita is ample for the businesssector of a city, and for a million perman-
ent residents and a million more commuters and tourists, it is the space
present in a right-angled volume eight miles long, two miles wide and
fifty feet high. New Yorkers were accustomed to travel underground, so
the step to a complete subterranean city core, brightened by skylights
and reflecting light wells, wasnOnecessarily such a long one. Radial tun-
nels would lead outward to tiers of earth-covered residential units en-
circling the island, their purchase price determined by their size and fea-
tures and the quality of their view. In addition to removing all traces of
surface development, sufficient earth would be imported to reconstruct
old hills, former watercourseswould be restored and historically authen-
tic stands of forestation would be planted. Highways would detour
around Manhattan and no motor vehicles would be allowed on the is-
landOssurface. A new network of freight subways would transfer cargo
from the surrounding land areasN no more docks wrapping around the
West Side. Finally, the presenceof man would not be divulged by light
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and smoke, the visible evidences of manOdirst invention. Every skylight
and window pane would be engineered to emit no light from within,
every furnace and fireplace would have a built-in filter for particulates
and noxious vapours. Once the new forest greenery matured, anyone
standing on the adjacent shores would see Manhattan as it was before
that fateful day in 1626.

Van Laan announced his plan during atelevision addressthe morning
after the bombing. He had uploaded his lovingly detailed 3-D schematics
to a new website and the public was welcomed to inspect every hiking
trail and ventilator shaft of the rebuilt Manhattan. Augie Van Laan was
gambling that the mass psychology of the moment would swing in his
favour. His proposal combined three seductive levels of appeal: the pas-
toral impulse, the urge to create anew and the fresh awareness of how
vulnerable AmericaOscities really were. The Manhattan envisioned by
Van Laan was resistant to attack like no other populated place on Earth;
even a hydrogen bomb detonated inside could kill only a few tens of
thousands before spending itself against thick partitions of earth and
concrete. Within a week of his address, Augie Van Laan knew he had
won. Most New Yorkers and most Americans approved of his idea. A
small minority inquired into the psychology of a Nowhere Man who in-
vested much of his life planning this project before there was any fore-
seeable need for it. The majority wanted Van Laan to get on with the job.

The obvious practical objection to Van LaanOschemewas its cost. It
would be the priciest public works project in history and Congress had
to be convinced there was no alternative. Casesof radiation sickness
were known from as far north asthe Theatre District. If the fissionable
byproducts of the explosion were the worst possible, lingering radiation
would pose an unacceptable health risk to anyone living in any part of
Manhattan N better to scour off the buildings, pavement and topsoil,
and finance the Manhattan of Van LaanOsdreams. Van Laan was far
ahead of this particular curve. Instead of letting government scientistsin-
to Manhattan to conduct tests, he rifled the personnel and medical re-
cords of colleges in New York till he found what he wanted: a ra-
diochemist with first-class credentials and a terrible cardiac prognosis.

Dr Maxwell Sanders was still teaching on a curtailed schedule, his
health being no reason to miss alimony payments to two ex-wives. Van
Laan put Dr Sandersin aradsuit and let him take dust and soil samples
from all over Manhattan. When the Sandersreport reached Van LaanOs
desk, all his fears were confirmed. Only the area within a few hundred
feet of Ground Zero needed deep excavation; the rest of Manhattan

88



needed little more than a mega-scalefeather dusting to remove fallout
traces.Van Laan releaseda fraudulent report that met his needs,and Dr
SanderswasnOtbout to complain, having beenburied a few hours earli-
er. Van Laan was delighted when internet rumours attributed the death
to radiation sickness, not the as-expected heart attack.

Not until October did Congresswrite the blank cheque and approve a
reasonably close disposal site for the excavated material. By then, Van
Laan was all set. He had filled every executive vacancy in the city gov-
ernment with people known to him, people who were competent, loyal
and lacking in voter charisma. Van LaanOsnayoralty was safe for two
terms, and by the time he left office, his life work would be so far along
that the next mayor would be obliged to finish it. His deception might be
discovered someday, but that didnOtbother Van LaanE he was bone-cer-
tain that people would prefer his own version of Manhattan. The only
thing left now was to break ground.

*k%k

ONo developments since last night, sir,O the tinny voice said. OOur
spotters havenOt seen a thing: no lights on the island, no movement.O

OHasanybody turned up at a hospital with symptoms that could be
radiation sickness?0

ONot to our knowledge.O

OAlright, thanks for the report. | may call you again for an update just
before the press conference, so stay in reach.O

Ol will, sir.0

Van Laan broke contact with the police commissioner and put his cell-
phone down on the breakfast table. He was alone in his Brooklyn flat
overlooking the East River mouth, grateful for solitude at that moment.
The search for the woman had been a complete bust. Twelve thousand
people spread out all over Manhattan hadnOtfound a trace of her. The
only consolation for Augie Van Laan was that they also hadnOtfound out
how needlesstheir radsuits were. Van Laan gave orders that the search-
ers werenOtto carry dubious gear that would slow their movement, and
the list included radiation detection equipment of any kind. The mayorOs
habit of micromanaging was too well known for anyone in the chain of
command to suspect a thing.

Van Laan wondered what he might have done to prevent this setback
from happening. It was obvious from the start that enforcing the quar-
antine would be tough. Freelancephotographers, souvenir hunters, local
history buffs, people with valuables and loved onesstill in the rubble N
Van Laan knew what he was up against. Apart from closing all land
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approaches, he had banned non-commercial boat traffic on the West and
East Rivers and ordered the Manhattan piers to be watched by spotters,
day and night. Did the woman don a wet suit and swim to Manhattan?
Whether she did or not, Augie Van Laan would tolerate no further
delays. At seven-thirty he was due to address the news media, and he
would tell them that if the mystery woman hadnOtalready snuck back to
the mainland, she was to be presumed dead. ManhattanOsmakeover
would get underway as soon as the red lights went out on those TV
cameras.

Van Laan got up from the remnants of his self-cooked breakfast and
looked at his watchE still agood forty minutes until presstime. He went
to the living room window and looked out at Manhattan. Van Laan and
his people had beenuncomfortably warm in their radsuits yesterday, but
the Indian summer ended within hours of their return. The dawn sky
was solid with storm clouds and snow had settled on both sides of the
East River. Van Laan couldnOtsee how deep it was on the Manhattan
side. It occurred to him that the streets might need plowing to allow ac-
cessfor the debris removal crews; really deep snow would halt their
work altogether. Van Laan went to the hall closet for something he had
found useful in upstate hiking trips.

Men in power are not left alone for long and Van Laan didnOtnotice
right away when his personal secretary entered the living room. Shehad
let herself in, making no audible footfalls on the plush carpet, and saw
the mayor in an unexpected place doing a very unexpected thing. Augie
Van LaanOsix-foot-nine frame was bent in a half crouch by the open liv-
ing room window. Clad only in a pastel dress shirt and the trousers of
his Brooks Brothers suit, he paid no heed to the icy draft spilling in from
outside N he was all intent, peering through a hunterOsspotting scopehe
had set up on the window sill. A rear quartering profile was the visible
extent of Van LaanOdace, but that was enough; when his facial muscles
slackened, the secretary knew Van Laan had seensomething that made
his jaw drop.

OWhy didnOt theyEO Van Laan didnOt finish vocalising the thought.

OMr Mayor.O

Van Laan straightened and turned with convulsive quickness, like a
coil spring suddenly releasedfrom compression. The secretary took half
a step back.

OExcuseame, Joyce.Almost ayear in office and IOmstill not used to this
goldfish bowl.O
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OThe chief of staff is downstairs, sir. He wants you to come right
away.O

Van Laan shook a few water drops from the scopeOsripod legs and
closed the window, shutting out cold air and street noise. ONedwonOtlet
his gofers hustle me off to the press conference, he has to do it himself.
Tell him this: 10llspeak to the pressat noon. They canOteach me, he canOt
reach me N 10llbe out of the office all morning.O Van Laan put on his
best authoritative glower. OTellNed heOsanned if he or anybody else
tries to find out why.O

*k%k

Instructions to the police, donning a radsuit, fitting a four-wheel drive
SUV with tire chains N it was all done at once, and Augie Van Laan
drove through the Brooklyn-Battery Tunnel at the time initially set for
his press conference. By his own orders, nobody went with him. Van
Laan had what little he needed in the way of equipment and it was un-
derstood that no one would come after him unless he failed to return in
two hours. A police captain and two federal officials had advised Van
Laan to stay off the island; he pulled rank on them. From his loft win-
dow Van Laan saw something that evaded other pairs of eyes, or per-
haps those other people watching just werenOtwilling to report what
they had seen. Van Laan had to know, had to see it again, close up.

The snow was four inches deep. Van LaanOsSUV could manage city
speeds and he felt certain that vehicles with treads would never know
the difference. Road obstructions were even more numerous than yester-
day; a few hundred yards up the West Side Highway, Van Laan was
stopped by a logjam of snow-covered vehicles. Not such a bad place to
start reconnoitring, he thought. Most structures still standing in Lower
Manhattan werenOtsafeto use for a crowOsnest; Van Laan had beentold
about the narrow escapesof certain search parties that went poking
through ruined buildings. The highway had fair elevation and most of
the buildings that would have blocked Van LaanOsnear line of sight
happened not to have survived. The view to his right was completely
unobstructed, of course, becausethe World Trade Center was already
lost to men who differed from the Black Inauguration bombers only in
their relative lack of means.Van Laan picked up the spotting scope heOd
put on the passenger-side floor of the SUV and got out for a look around.

Almost immediately Van Laan noticed movement in the Tribeca, not
far from the site of his now-demolished office. He brought his scope to
bear. His helmet visor got in the way and a small iris-shot field of view
was all he could see,but he finally got a closelook atE well, nothing at
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all. Halfway up a high-rise apartment that survived the firestorm, on the
side sheltered from the blast, a tattered blaze orange awning waved
above a recessedbalcony. It was just like the Morse code transmissions
in On the BeachVan Laan thought, a mockery of life signs in a lifeless
world.

The destruction all around Van Laan affected him more than it had the
previous day. Maybe it was the solitude this time, maybe the grey sky
and unswept snow, but Augie Van Laan felt some measure of the grief
and loss long familiar to everyone else.He had a new senseof a living,
animistic quality within the blasted ruins. Many generations had given
shape to Manhattan and the lasting evidence of intelligent design was
everywhere still, even after so much of it had been demolished. Snow-
dusted remains of the buildings around Van Laan seemedsomehow like
the victims of a genocidal atrocity, so many blackened skeletons thinly
coated with ash from their own burned bodies. Van Laan raised his
scope and looked again at the deserted apartment complex. On most of
the balconies he saw belongings of their former tenants: an improvised
trash-can barbecue, a resin patio set, a bird feeder made of dark wood,
the unfamiliar flag of some foreign nation proudly fastened inside the
tenantOglass doors. Any man-made object shows something of its own-
erOsharacter. Even in its present state, Manhattan still contained a giant
accumulation of artifacts from personsliving and dead, a fact Augie Van
Laan was less inclined to regard with his long-held scorn.

For a few seconds,Van Laan wondered if his plan to strip away three
hundred and eighty years of civic history wasnOtwrong, very wrong.
Then the moment of doubt passedand the old burning purpose reasser-
ted itself. Van Laan saw no reason to sanctify the Industrial Age trash
middens of people who cared nothing for the original beauty of the is-
land. He would have it all cleared away, every bit of it, and he was mor-
ally certain posterity would be better off as a result.

A grinding sound above Van LaanO$ead startled him; chunks of sod-
den snow fell to the street. Van LaanOshelmet wouldnOt rotate upward,
so he put his spotting scopeon the hood of the SUV and squatted in the
snow, leaning back with one hand behind him for support. Just as he
thought N heOdseen already that girders from the burned-out World
Financial Center were leaning over the highway, and his SUV was
parked beneath one of them. There hadnOtbeen a major snowfall since
Black Inauguration. Quite a few ruined buildings that could barely sup-
port their own weight were no doubt coping badly with the added
weight of snow, and Van Laan decided to move on. He got back to his
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feet, picked up the scope, and froze with his free hand on the door
handle becauseheOdhoticed movement to the south. There was one un-
obstructed visual path on West Street, a very narrow one, extending all
the way back to the Battery; Van Laan saw a slow-moving speck of col-
our at the distant end. He was lucky enough to align the scope quickly
and saw what he had seenforty-five minutes earlier, presumably what
the police sergeant had seen yesterday: a shapely young woman.

Shewas near the lip of the dell descending into Battery Park and head-
ing away from Van Laan, her blonde hair streaming over her back. The
blue dress she had on was too short and too sheer for todayOsweather,
but it was her other clothing that drew Augie Van LaanOsttention. The
sergeant described her as wearing a hat, and the hat was certainly there
N agull-wing hat of the sort worn by milkmaids and kitchen gardeners
in Dutch genre paintings. The young woman was lifting her legs with
difficulty in the new snow, holding her feet aloft long enough for Van
Laan to see she was wearing clogs, clunky wooden clogs instead of
shoes.He knew now that the strange print in the dirt wasnOtmade by a
Geiger counter. Van Laan had seenenough; he boarded the SUV, made a
Y-turn and drove as near as possible to the spot where the woman had
been.From there it was a foot pursuit and Van Laan found himself unex-
pectedly thankful for the bad weather N it was all too easyto follow the
rectangular footprints.

The trail through the bare trees of Battery Park swung eastto State
Street and led to one of the entrances of the South Street Seaport Mu-
seum. Van Laan recognised it asa facility heOdledged long ago never to
patronise: New York Unearthed, a collection of the cityOsvast store of
urban artifacts. To Van LaanOssurprise, the lights were on inside and
there was no condensation on the plate glass windows, indicating that
the furnace had been burning for hours. The woman must have a port-
able generator supplying power to the museum, Van Laan thought. Now
that her hideout was discovered, Van Laan knew he could go back for
the police, but he decided enough time had already been lost. He would
apprehend the woman himself.

She had already done the tough work of clearing an arc in the deep
snow; the front door opened to a tug. Van Laan stepped inside and
shook the slush off his armoured boots. He planted himself inside the
threshold, not moving a muscle until well after the spring-loaded door
inched shutE he wanted a momentOsrest and a look around. Rotating
exhibits were scattered here and there throughout the floor space, the
sorts of things Van Laan expected: antique cabinets full with old pottery
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and glassware, flannel-draped tables covered with yellowed newspapers
and personal documents. Van Laan knew the woman could be hiding be-
hind one of the exhibits if she hadnOtalready fled to the basement. He
took his time perusing the floor for a trail of puddles, but there wasnOt
any; she must have doffed those clogs the moment she got inside. Van
Laan noticed a wisp of smoke N no, steam N rising from behind a tall
display casenear the far wall. Instead of calling out, he walked acrossthe
floor to seewhat was back there. Not the young woman; behind an ex-
hibit of old harpoons and anchors and other nautical ironware, a craggy
man in his fifties satin one of several vinyl chairs flanking the wall. A
steaming chafing dish was on the floor near the manOdeet, and bowls
and utensils were in one of the chairs beside him. He showed no concern
whatsoever at the approach of the armoured giant.

OElkeOnot here. Her purpose was servedE the siren has hied you to
the rocks.O

The man wore grey trousers, and a grey woollen sweater with glints of
some brightly coloured fabric woven in. He had rumpled greying hair
and shaggy eyebrows which, combined with drooping skin folds, made
his faded eyesall but invisible. His hands were hard and massive, and
looked like they might have moved the hills of old Manhattan, one
scooped handful at a time. Even seated, he was obviously a big man N
not astall as Augie Van Laan, but nearly so and quite a lot heavier. Van
Laan decided that wrestling him into submission wasnOta good option.
The manOsbreakfast caught Van LaanOsattention: rice mixed with
chopped fish and hardboiled eggs.The breathing filter in Van LaanOsel-
met would have blocked the aroma of curry, but Van Laan felt sure he
was looking at kedgerde how long had it been since people ate that for
breakfast?

OWhoeveryou are, youOreunder arrest for trespassing in a restricted
area.O

The man picked up a bowl and serving spoon from the nearby chair
and held them both over the steaming kedgeree.

OWouldnOte right to serve myself first. Have you eaten, Mr Mayor?
PleaseN thereOso hazard taking off that helm. A radium watch dial
would do you more harm.O

The manOsland half-smile didnOtchange, but there was a slight lift in
the woolly-caterpillar eyebrows; he knew which of them was in com-
mand of the situation. Seeing no reaction from Van Laan, the stranger
put five heaping spoonfuls of the kedgeree into the bowl and left the
serving spoon in the chafing dish. He put the bowl in his lap, took a soup

94



spoon from the nearby chair and began to eat, unhurriedly. Van Laan
stood riveted to the spot, uncertain of what to do next. The manOsaccent
was hard to place; to Van Laan, it sounded like the speechof an oyster-
man heOd met on a trip to MarylandOs Eastern Shore.

OYou know me. May | ask who you are, sir?0

The stranger finished chewing his latest mouthful of kedgeree and put
the bowl down in the other nearby chair, the one that was completely
empty. He stood up with ceremonious stiffness: legs together, arms
pressed to his sides.

OYouOvethe pleasure of addressing Cyril Carstead, sailor in His
MajestyOdNavy, then brickmaker. Citizen of New York from the day of
its transfer to British authority, departed this life Anno Domini sixteen
hundred and ninety-one.O

Van Laan laughed out loud, the relieved laughter of someone facing
less formidable opposition than expected. Olsthat a fact? You eat, you
heat this building for comfort, you mix talk of radiation levels into that
phoney archaic diction. YouOre a highly unsatisfactory ghost, Mr
Carstead.O

OAnd you, lesssatisfactory a man, Mr Mayor. 1Ovebeenburied upward
of three hundred years and IOmmore of a living man than ever you
aimed to be.OCarstead wasnOtstanding so straight now. He had settled
into a slouch that better suited his words and the tenor of their delivery.

OWho are you?OVan Laan said, raising his voice. OWhatOgour real
name?0

Oltold you N Cyril Carstead.Not but youOllfind any Carstead in the
Manhattan White Pages.| had five girls, fine lasses,and three who lived
to marry, and none passeddown the Carstead nhame. No shame on that.
The people alive now, they havenOta thought itOssome of my bricks un-
der the wharves and a brick or two in old brick walls all about the city.
To be square, | hadnOta thought for posterity when | setup my brick
works. | just fixed to make a living, get by to the morrow, and the day
after if | could. Them like me, the unremembered, the ones with little
ambitions and no design to live by, we do more good than most of them
who slaver to make the world after a fiction of theirs.O

Van Laan stood quietly while Carstead spoke. He was entertaining,
Van Laan decided, albeit quite mad. Ol suppose you class me as one of
the slaE is that even a word, OslaverersO®e you here, back from the
dead, to talk me out of going on with the Manhattan renewal?O

ORenewal:thatOsyour made-up word. This island was home to fifteen
million souls, some born here, some come here from other shores. For
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legacy, they can show the things they made and used when they lived, a
deal of them still useful. To you theyOreall a blot on a draughtsmanOs
plan, the things and the people; youOdiike to rub out that blot and forget
it.O

OYes,Mr Carstead, | would like to see Manhattan as it was before
Minuit took the first step in despoiling it.O Carstead sniggered. Van Laan
wondered if he had said too much.

OTheredmen were glad to be shut of Manhattan, so they told me, and
they didnOtfeel cheated. TheyOdspent the island; too many of them, too
little game left. TheyOdhalf a notion to leave before Minuit turned up.
Glass beads, copper links, other pretties never seen before N they
figured it was the better half of the deal theyOd got.O

OTellme, Mr Carstead, why were you dispatched to seeme? What spe-
cial qualification do you have that the other fifteen million donOt?&/an
Laan hoped this silly tete-"-tete  would soon wind down; he was getting
tired from the weight of the armour.

OYoumight say thereOsa connection between us. One harking back to
my own time.O

Carstead turned and walked to a wall-mounted display case.Van
Laan followed quietly, or as quietly as possible for a man armoured like
the knights of old. The materials in the caseall related to the forced Eng-
lish takeover of New Amsterdam in 1664;it was history that Van Laan
already knew. There were models of 17th-century warships, an antique
city map with hand-drawn English words and fanciful myth figures,
portraits of outgoing Director-General Stuyvesant and incoming
Governor Nicholls, and a placard with a two-paragraph narrative.

OAbloodless annexation,Osaid Carstead, quoting the title at the top of
the placard. OTheman who penned that knows lessthan the full story. |
was one of them who cameto Manhattan on a Ship of the Line. No love
for the seaand the sailorOdife, mind you. |Odbeen a kiln worker in the
West Midlands and saw no way to buy my own works. My master had
his sons and theyOdget the business when he was too old, no share for
the prentices and hired men. Sharon wouldnOt marry me, said she
wouldnOt raise our young in a Birmingham flat with the air thick of
foundry smells. In America there was good clay to be had and nary a
brick works in the lower colonies. Bricks had to be shipped out of Boston
or over the AtlanticE no need to say what that cost. The Roundheads
were out and the king needed more men in the navy. Four years as a
swab, then get off in the colonies with His MajestyOdeave and all my
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wages saved, every penny. |Odbring Sharon over and have money
enough to start my works: that was my plan.

OBesailor or marine, they offered me, so | was a sailor. Neighbour
shops in Birmingham made cannon for the kingOsservice; | only wanted
to cast bricks. DidnOtfancy shooting a musket at another man when |
could pull down a sailorOsluty. Lucky we were that not a shot was fired
in Manhattan. The Dutch saw the writing, all but old Wooden Leg, and
the white banner went up six days later. | got off with the first boat to
make dockside. Finding a room was for later. First thing, | went out for
something 10dmissed the last four years N | was going to get good and
drunk. Those four years, every time we made port my mates would go
fritter their wageswhile | stayed aboard ship. They cameback with dain-
ties and curios and such, spent all the next month telling me what they
did and who to. That | was saving up for a future bowing to no man
wasnOtmuch solace then. | put into three continents in four years
without a memory of ought but hoisting sails and spreading pitch.

OAnyhow, | got off the boat. Marines were in the next boat; this one
was just me and my shipmates, and my tour was over. Manhattan was
nothing too much to look at: the Battery fort, a couple hundred shops,
close-sethouses near to, farms and barnyards, dirt roads linking up the
whole. And this figures N offal canalsleading to the sea,becausethere
wasnOta sewer yet. IOdhave a care where | built my house, lest the smell
be worse than Birmingham. There were taverns aplenty. Wooden Leg
was like the Roundheads, he had his own notion of making the world
perfect and nobody wanted it; the taverns stayed open, late as you
please. The one | went to, the taverner was your eleven times great-
grandfather. ThatOghe connection | spoke of. YouOdhardly think heOshe
same blood: scarce five feet tall, just enough muscle to pull a bung
without putting his feet on the barrel.O

The plot thickens, thought Van Laan. He noticed that the chill was fad-
ing from his armour.

Olwent in, still dressed asa swabby and lugging arucksack, and he al-
most broke a blood vessel for choler. He was a Dutchman, proud of it
and not about to wait on an English pillager like me. | couldOvegone to
the next tavern, but | didnOt.1Odwaited four years for a fill of rum and
butter, not to be put off by some banty cock of a taverner. It wasnOtso
hard to take him by the collar and the back of his breechesand haul him
to the nearest offal canal. A hod of bricks weigh more, given they donOt
flail and cussyour motherOdorebearsin two tongues. Someof my ship-
mates were right there to watch old Van Laan in his leather apron,
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making to scrabble up the sides of the canal and get out of the turds and
trash. They were too steep,no way out for him till some thoughtful body
came by with arope. My mates joined me in along round at Van LaanOs
while the proprietor was away, and we left fair payment on the table so
none could call us thieves afterward.

OMy service was over, no master-at-arms to stretch me over the ropes,
so | figured IOdhear no more on it. Sharon waited the four years, bless
her. | put up the house before bringing her over, me and a sailor turned
carpenter; | setdown the foundation and chimney for his and he did the
sawing and hammering for mine. There was a bluff full of clay right by
my dooryard. The brickmakers already there were nice as you please;
Manhattan wasnOta closed shop. | was stoking coals when a customer
came by and said Van Laan got the typhoid. It was that dunking in the
offal that did it.O CarsteadOsvrinkled face seemedto pucker in on itself
as he said that. OHe didnOtdie straight off but he didnOtever get well
again either, and whoOskeen to buy a drink served by someone spotty
with fever? He had a wife and one lad, your ten times great-grandfather.
The wife sold his tavern and took in wash from a few souls kind enough
to bring her their things, even though they were going to a pesthouse.
The first profit | turned from selling bricks, | went to Van LaanOswvith ten
sovereigns. The wife opened a shutter and threw them in the street; |
couldnOtbuy her forgiveness. Van Laan was two years dying and no
punishment for an English subject acting out of patriotism N thatOsmy
connection to you, Mr Mayor-by-Default August Van Laan. The one man
better qualified, connected more directE well, he just wouldnOt come.
Said | should have killed him beforehe sired your ten times great-grand-
father, to keep you out of the world.O

Van Laan felt foolish about letting Carstead go on raving for so long.
The man happened to find out there was no radiation danger and Van
Laan had stayed to hear him spin out his fictitious personal history.
Carstead may or may not have believed his own story, but that no longer
mattered. Van Laan was warmed up sufficiently to hike back to his SUV
and the weight of his armour, especially on his shoulders, was tiring him
more than ever. If Carstead tried to tell anyone Manhattan was safe,Van
Laan would denounce him as a mental case,citing this conversation as
proof. Without saying a word, Van Laan turned away.

This behind him, before his second step:

OOSummaryAnalysis of substances collected in the blast vicinity
leaves no doubt that decontamination of Manhattan is feasible without
extensive removal of existing development and landforms.ORemember
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that? The last sentencein the Sandersreport, the real one that never got
put out.O

Nobody knows that! shrieked in his head N Van Laan stopped and
turned back to face Carstead. Van Laan was frightened now, having
heard the dead scientistOssuppressed words spoken by Carstead. What
to believeE did Carstead have some association with Sanders, was he
really a ghost, was this all an awful dream?

OlOvegot your attention again,Osaid Carstead. OGood.Ponder this, Mr
Mayor. LetOssay just for argument that nothing stops you, you suck the
sands back up in the glass and make Manhattan an Indian hunting
ground. WeOlleven allow that no one learns it was all a fraud, the island
was spare of radiation all along. How long will the good people of this
city go on like stoatsin the little cement burrows you dug for them? I1tOs
not natural to live in fear, or seeathing and not changeit. What if people
decide to build on the surface again, make Manhattan near to what it
was before? HowOs that fit into your scheme, Mr Van Laan?0

That was something Van Laan had never thought about. He had al-
ways considered ManhattanOsrenewal project as a finished work in the
same way a painting is finished. Not once had he let himself imagine
anyone changing it after Manhattan was declared ready for occupancy.

OTheywouldnOtE it was meantE oh, if they want to build up the sur-
face, thatOs their prerogative. | canOt very well stop it.O

OBalls.It wouldnOtbe their prerogative if you had any sway. | touched
anerve, didnOtl? That other people wouldnOtlet it alone, your Manhattan
N you loathe the very thought. Rather than bring a generation into the
world thatOdchange one thing about it, youOdhave them build a couple
million mannequins to fill up the underground shops and apartments, a
few thousand more on the hiking trails above, and then they can go get
drowned. Your perfect world isnOt threatened, it stays just the same.

OYouOre lunatic, Van Laan. The men who gouged out City Hall,
theyOrelunatics too, but itOsplain to see. They hate and their snarling
facesare uncovered. YouOreworse becauseyour lunacy pretends to san-
ity. Never loved, never raised a wrathful hand N youOveanother pas-
sion, charming reasonablefolk to follow into the maw of your own hate,
hatred of things men make if theyOreto live at all. You never squared up
to it till just now.O

Carstead picked his way through the floor exhibits until he was stand-
ing just inside the museumOsplate glass front, near the entrance door;
Van Laan followed willingly, since that was the right direction. Carstead
looked pensively out at the street, the hot breath of his nostrils making a
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little circle of condensation on the cold glass.Van Laan thought of trying
an experimental right crossto seeif Carstead was assolid and unspectral
as he seemed to be.

Olt maynOtdo any good to ask,OCarstead finally said, OsinceyouOre
what you are. But ask | must: will you stop this whole thing? YouOre
alive becauseyou turned your back on this city, fled the morn of the at-
tack. That makes you the least qualified man to hold the keys of the city
and yet theyOreyours. CanOtyou seewhat youOddestroy? N the visible
leavings of people else gone to dust. Not paragons, any of us; for sure, |
wasnOtBut we were living, brawling with life, like our kin today if they
can shape whatOsat hand, inspired a little by their forebearsQOefforts.
Your ideal is a well-tended mass grave with no stones allowed. 10ve
done. How will you have it, Mr Mayor?0

The view outside wasnOthe most scenicthere was of the Battery, even
in better weather; however, it was real. Van Laan saw none of it. An ar-
chitectOsknack for visualisation let him imagine what would be there
when his plan was implemented: a grassy slope overlooking a gently
lapped beach,the functional recessedwindows hardly visible from adis-
tance. It was the vision he had preserved for years. Against seemingly
impossible odds, he had come within one step of making it a reality.

ODo your worst, Mr Carstead. IOm leaving.O

With an effort, Van Laan opened the street door and stepped out. Van
Laan didnOtthink there could have beenanother snow shower during his
time in the museum, but there must have been N the two sets of foot-
prints were gone. It didnOtmake any difference to Van Laan, who re-
membered exactly where heOdparked the SUV and knew the city streets
like a cabdriver. Van Laan started trudging to the SUV. Fifty yards from
New York Unearthed, he took a quick look back and saw that the lights
were out and Carstead was no longer standing where he could be seen.

The SUV wasnOtwhere Van Laan remembered leaving it and there
werenOtany tracks nearby. That was impossible; Van Laan knew heOd
driven part of the way. Hoping that he was somehow mistaken, Van
Laan made the long, frigid walk back to the West Side Highway. By the
time Van Laan came within sight of the SUV, parked near the logjam, he
was nearing exhaustion. His leg muscles were afire, his feet had no sen-
sation and the aching in his shoulders had radiated upwards N his head
felt like it was splitting open.

A few slogging steps from the respite of the SUVOsbench seat, Van
Laan saw it again: the flicker of bright colour, the torn awning that re-
minded him of life here, messy and bustling life on the island
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surrendered by its original Stone Age inhabitants. This time there wasnOt
any hesitancy at all; Van Laan was sure of his course. He reached for the

scope on the roof, the only gear he needed to stow. He couldnOttell N a

flitting shadow, a familiar sound N and Augie Van Laan lost the power

of choice.

The choice was made for him.

*k%k

Still silver-blue, unblinking, the eyesof a man whose will was not to
be shaken. A skilled coroner could have determined from the corneal
opacity that their owner had died two hours earlier.

OWe shouldnOt have let him come out here by himself,0 said the
sergeant.

OHeOghe mayor, Frank. WhoOsgoing to tell him no?0 said the
lieutenant.

Four police officers finished loading the long body into the back of the
SUV, feet first. A girder projecting from the radsuit helmet would re-
quire the tailgate to be left down during the drive back to Brooklyn.

OAt least it was quick. He never knew what happened.OThe sergeant
picked the spotting scope out of the snow and put it in the SUV beside
Van LaanOs body. OYou think he was looking for that woman?0

OWeOll never know, not now.O

OI0Idrive the Expedition if thatOsokay, lieutenant. Are we ready to
go?0

OOne more thing, Frank.O

The lieutenant wasnOtso certain Van Laan had died instantly and he
didnOtwant to chanceanything about contributing causes.A former Boy
Scout who still believed in the organisational motto, he had brought
along an item of equipment Van Laan said nothing about this time. The
other policemen were standing near the Geiger counter when the lieu-
tenant switched it on, and for a moment, they all thought it wasnOwork-
ing. Then came a click, and another, and anotherE easy to count, only
fourteen the first ten seconds.

OHuh?0

OWeOre too close!O

ONormal? The radiation is normal?0

OAs near to it as makes no diff,O the lieutenant said.

OHowNO

OldonOtknow how. WeOljust report it and what happens next is up to
the suits. LetOs get back.O
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The SUV and the two patrol cars made cumbrous turns and soon the
highway was deserted.

No wind blew; the scarred labour of fifteen generations lay beneath
the winterOs first snowfall.

Near the three setsof vehicle tracks, a member in one of the damaged
buildings settled without dislodging, or even losing its cover of snow,
barely audible, a sleeper rustling before a grey morning.
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Newton Braddell and His Inconclusive Researches into the
Unknown: Murder, by John Greenwood

A mysteriousbut compulsivecomputergameon his spaceship'son-board
computerhasmadeNewton Braddell,intrepid spaceadventurer,forgetall de-
tails of his mission.After crash-landingon an unknown but strangelyfamiliar
planet,the captainof the Tanjong Pagarencountersa multitude of astonishing
and weird alien lifeforms, as he attemptsto retrieve both his ship and his lost
purpose.

A bleak promontory, shielded from inclement weather by the natural
roof of an overhanging rock, became our modest camp that bitter night.

Despite a rigorous regime of physical training at Space Flight
Academy, my months spent in idleness aboard the Tanjong Pagar had
taken their toll, and notwithstanding his malnourished frame, | cameto
resent the dead weight of MarsilingOsbody. | knew we would be forced
to stop at dusk, and unconsciously willed the alien sun to dip further
and faster towards the jagged horizon.

By the time the light failed, | felt my strength would soon follow suit,
but | refused to complain. Eunos would not have the pleasure of besting
me on that occasion. Once our burden had beenlowered to the ground,
Eunos gathered sufficient firewood to ward off any curious wildlife for
the remainder of the night, and | sat nursing my aching arms and
blistered feet while the robot busied himself around me. It had occurred
to me several times during our hike that Eunos might have easily carried
our unconscious companion, unaided, and | wondered why he had not
suggested this course himself. We might have made swifter progress.

Over an unsatisfying meal concocted from our meagre provisions and
various roots and herbs Eunos had grubbed from the surrounding un-
dergrowth, we discussedthe situation. The android, at my request, poin-
ted out our position on the map. Naturally the script used by the carto-
grapher was unknown to me, but there was no mistaking the grey and
white blotches which surrounded our camp for miles in all directions.
We were in the highlands now, and would soon cross beyond the tree
line into the peaks. By the light of our campfire, | spent the rest of the
evening perusing the map and, with EunosO$egrudging assistance,pin-
pointing the exactlocation of the many Thanggam fungi whose presence
had necessitatedthis laborious detour. | compared these marks with the
notes made by Choa Chu Kang on the probable shape of KadaloorOs
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tectonic plates, and found my hypothesis strengthened. The Thanggam
were indeed following KangOdault-lines, almost as though they had a
copy of the map themselves.

Soon| might be able to test this hypothesis: a few dozen miles north of
our present position, KangOssnaking line, having zig-zagged acrossthe
island, suddenly stopped like ariver run dry. Did this broken line mark
the seismologistOsieath? | pictured him in the study | had visited so of-
ten at Woodland Heights, pen in one hand, the other clutching his failing
heart. In all probability the event had not been so dramatic, but it struck
me that | had never learned from Eunos the precise manner of his former
masterOslemise. | suppose he would have considered it immaterial, but |
would ask him all the same, perhaps another time. For now | congratu-
lated myself on my successful conjecture. | hoped that our route would
take us further north, and that | might be afforded a clear view over the
lowlands, so asto spy out new eruptions of Thanggam, while remaining
beyond the range of their dread calls.

| had brought my sketching materials along with me, in spite of Eun-
osO®bjections about excessweight in our packs, and hoped that if | rose
early next morning, | might stroll about and record some of the land-
scapearound us. On our journey so far my attention had been given en-
tirely to the trouble of carrying Marsiling acrossso severea gradient, and
| had barely given a thought to the beauty of my surroundings. That |
could remedy once Marsiling was awake, and could take his share of the
load.

In short, weighed against the adversities we had struggled against yes-
terday and today, tomorrow was a cheerful prospect, and | anticipated
the delicious sleep of one who has toiled hard all day. | lay staring
through the flames at the figure of Eunos, who sat motionless, staring
out into the blackness,perhaps seeingmore with his thermal vision that |
could, or might want to. Now and again a shrill, animal cry broke the
silence.

| awoke, | know not after how long, to find that hours remained before
daybreak. The fire had died down to a scattering of glowing cinders.
There was no sign of Eunos or Marsiling, but | felt quite calm. Locating
my flashlight, | made sure | was not mistaken. If my companions were
nearby, they had for some reason taken their packs along with them.
That | could not easily explain.

But | was not alone. A circle of beings surrounded the camp, tall,
robed, grave in aspect.My flashlight sought their faces,but the darkness
of their hoods seemedto swallow up the beam. They circled around me
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with ritual slowness,and | stood absolutely still, strangely fearless,wait-
ing. Were these men? | could hardly assume so. The men of Kadaloor
were an endangered species,of that | was convinced. But these creatures
had assumedthe shapesof men, and the arms of men, which reachedout
for me now and took hold of me from every side. | smelt a warm, bloody
stink on their breath, and felt claws and fur brush against my arms and
face. At the last moment, before | was lifted from the ground and hoisted
aloft, the hood of the ringleader slipped back, and a wolfOsface grinned
out.

The reader might be surprised to learn that this was the first occasion
during our journey acrossthe mountains that | had caught sight of the
stars. Now, held fast by countless rough hands, and lying face up, the
constellations of Kadaloor were my only view, fringed with the tops of
trees asthey rushed past. A mood of fatalism, quite untypical of me, had
taken hold, and | considered my demise imminent. | was destined to be-
come the next meal for these ravenous lupine life-forms. | thought how
sad it was that | would never get the chanceto learn the names of the
stars above Kadaloor.

Involuntarily, | cried aloud, OAlas! Thrice captive, for shame!Ol was
thinking, of course, of my previous imprisonments, at the hands of the
Punggol, and again by the illusory Rumbia beetles. By sheer accident of
fortune, my Dover and Somersetwas still strapped acrossmy shoulders,
and in the struggle had been switched on. As | berated my fate to the
skies, my words were instantly interpreted into the tongue of my
captors, and a series of gruff barks were emitted by the speakers.

The effect was instantaneous. The beasts,silent until now, uttered hor-
rified shrieks, apparently untranslatable by the Dover and Somerset.
Without warning | was castdown onto the cold earth. | rolled onto my
back, tree roots and sharp pebbles biting into me, and saw the world ro-
tate, and several robed figures apparently fleeing acrossthe side of the
mountain. The bolder among the mob kept their distance, eyeing me
warily. It was asthough the hunted stag had bellowed out in plain Eng-
lish, and the hunters stood in awe and mortal fear at the miracle.

Olt spoke!O gasped a harsh voice. OThe food spoke!O

Oldiots!O roared a second. OCowards! Seize it before it escapes!O

| stumbled to my feet, and peered into the night. Large, billowing sil-
houettes surrounded me on three sides. | edged away from them.
OGentlemen!A announced in a clear voice to the Dover and Somerset.
OAllow me to introduce myself.O
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A wordless yelp was all that escapedfrom two of my foes as they
scuttled for cover, cloaks flapping behind them. Only one had the temer-
ity to stand his ground, and he advanced on me silently, growling softly.

OMy name is Newton Braddell,O | continued, my voice faltering
slightly. Olmean you no harm, but will defend myself if necessary,and
with gusto!O

| felt about my person for a suitable weapon to demonstrate my threat,
and my hand fell on the flashlight. A solid rod of black plastic-like ma-
terial, it would serve as well as any rock or branch. | switched on the
beam, and shone it at my adversary, hoping to blind him and gain a mo-
mentOsadvantage. | walked backwards with great care, unsure at every
step whether my feet would meet solid ground or tumble down the side
of the abyss.

The wolf-creature side-stepped my torchlight and made a lunge. | felt
the claws on my neck, the sameraw, fetid breath in my face. Swinging
my flashlight with all the strength | could muster, | belaboured the en-
emyOshead. Blow after blow crashed down on that hooded skull, and
still he held on, gripping my windpipe until | beganto seeshapesflash-
ing in front of my eyes.| hammered away at the back of the monsterOs
head. My persistence brought results: the claws slipped away, and the
figure slumped against me, almost throwing me to the ground. | stepped
back hastily, the flashlight still held above my head, ready to enter the
next round of combat. Nothing stirred in the mound of cloth at my feet.
The quarry had bested the hunter.

OWhathave you done?Oasked a voice at my shoulder. The torch was
pulled from my grasp, and shone back at me. | shielded my eyes, and
when | looked again | saw shock and alarm on EunosOdace. | felt mo-
mentarily dizzy, and sat down, resting my head on my knees. Eunos
pointed the flashlight down to illuminate a mournful scene:Marsiling
lay motionless on the path, his hair and forehead steeped in blood.

OSo they got him too?0 | asked, shaking my head sadly. Ols heE?O

Eunos bent down and felt for a pulse. OHeOs dead,O he pronounced.

| pounded a fist into my palm. OThosebeasts shall pay!O A wave of
nauseathreatened to overwhelm me then, and | closed my eyesand felt
the world rising up like a fairground ride.

Eunos looked at me long and hard. OBeasts?®e asked. OThereare no
beasts!O

ONo!Ql laughed bitterly. OTheyfled when | fought back, the cowards!
Even the sound of my voice was enough to startle them! Poor Marsiling!
If he had only been able to speak, he too might have survived!O
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Eunos turned away from me for a moment, lost in his own calcula-
tions. When he faced me once more, | fancied | caught the flicker of a
smile disappear from the corners of his mouth, but considering what
then came out of it, | must have been mistaken.

Olmust inform you,Obeganthe android stiffly, Othatyou yourself slew
Marsiling. There were no beasts,beyond those in your own disordered
mind. You have suffered yet another psychotic episode.O

| uttered a sharp cry of horror that no Dover and Somersetbox could
ever translate. Was this some appalling joke? Could Eunos be lying to
me? | knew the robot to be incapable of straightforward deception, at
least to his acknowledged master, but what he had told me was indes-
cribably abominable! I, a murderer! I, a homicidal madman! The abyss of
madnessyawned wide at that moment, and | felt myself teetering on the
brink. It needed only the slightest breeze to send me over the edge.

| crouched at the corpse of Marsiling, and made some pathetic attempt
to clean the wounds that I, in my lunacy, had inflicted. It was, needless
to say, a futile gesture, but | was still not entirely in possessionof my ra-
tional faculties, and EunosOsannouncement had dealt them another
heavy blow.

| cannot with certainty reckon how the time passed as | gazed on
MarsilingOs hunger-ravaged features. The sun rose, but | saw it not.
Hours later, Eunos said, ODoyou wish to bury the corpse?| understand
that it is customary to do so in some human cultures.O

His question seemed senselessto me. ONo,no!Ol cried. OThisis evid-
ence! We must not disturb the crime scenein any way! | must go and
hand myself over to the authorities!O | bowed my head. Oltis the only
decent thing to do.O

Eunos seemedto sigh with impatience. OTheauthorities of which you
speak do not exist,Ohe replied. OTherehave been no such law-enforce-
ment agenciesto my knowledge since the end of the war with the Pung-
gol. You have nothing to fear on that score.O

Naturally | was not satisfied with his answer. The consciousnessof my
own guilt was overwhelming, and | could only contemplate my own de-
served punishment. What would the penalty for murder be on Kada-
loor? Death? A life sentence?Or would | be permitted, ason Earth, to de-
fend myself on the grounds of diminished responsibility? But what rel-
evance did these speculations have in a world without a judiciary?

Again the robot interrupted my silent cogitations. OEither we bury
him,O he reasoned, Oor we leave his body for carrion.O
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Put in such stark terms, the question becameurgent, and stirred me to
action. We discussed the practicalities of disposing of the poet?s body.
Lacking the tools to dig a grave, and given the stony composition of the
ground, a compromise was negotiated. Eunos told me that, in some of
the ancient human societies of Kadaloor, it was customary to float the
deceaseddownriver, in the expectation that he might become one with
the spirits of the ocean.While | could not myself subscribe to such super-
stitions, the ritual itself suggesteda certain gravity appropriate to the oc-
casion. We placed the body of Marsiling once again on our stretcher, and
tramped acrossthe steepterrain until a seriesof gushing rapids blocked
our route. From here Marsiling continued his journey alone, headlong in-
to a foaming cascadethat arced away from the mountainside, before dis-
appearing into a swirling pool a hundred metres below us.
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Books

THE GAME

Diana Wynne Jones

HarperCollins, hb, 200pp + extras

This is quite a baffling book, at least without the assistanceof the ex-
tras section at the end (or an excellent knowledge of the Greek myths
and the related constellations). 1tOsan odd length for the author, which
makes me wonder if this is a truncated book, or the first in a series, or
just an idea for a longer book that didnOt pan out. Unless | missed
something (I often do), the significance of the titular game is never made
clear, other than as a kind of quiet revolt. All in all, it feels like the first
third of one of DWJOsovels for older teenagers. Intriguing though the
story nevertheless is, it is almost trumped in that regard by the final
pages of the book, which announce a forthcoming second sequel to
HowlOs Moving Castifl SWT

DEEP SECRET

Diana Wynne Jones

Gollancz, hb, 383pp

|Ovehad this book lying around the house for years and years (it was a
freebie from the F&SF Book Club). Soimagine my delight, a little while
after | finally discovered the brilliance of Diana Wynne Jones,upon find-
ing it in a pile of books. ItOsa source of continuing misery to me that |
didnOtread her books as a child, though | suspect| would have found
them somewhat discomfiting and quite difficult reads at the time.

The novels of DWJ are a lot like Philip K DickOsin their rough treat-
ment of reality, but where in his books reality tends to fracture and
break, in hers it slowly frays and dissolves, almost without your noti-
cing. You think youOrestanding on a nice cosy rug, but then find yourself
falling through spacewondering what the devil is going on. One colossal
mistake which 1Ovemade from time to time is to put one of her books
down and then pick it up again a few months later N something which
always guarantees near instant befuddlement. This novel is putatively
aimed at an adult readership, but is no great departure in style from her
fiction for older teenage readers, such as the amazing Fire & Hemlock
That isnOta bad thing. The story is intriguing and full of surprises, and if
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you donOtget absolutely all the answers on a plate at the end that is part
of the fun. N SWT

TRIANGULATION: END OF TIME

Pete Butler (ed.)

PARSEC Ink, pb, 155pp

ISBN 978-0-6151-5280-6

ItOsften said that there are no new ideas left for sciencefiction writers
to explore. 1tOsa problem raised by D.K. Latta in his story OConversation
in an English PubO.The solution he offers is oddly brutal: travel back in
time and murder pioneers like Wells and Shelley so that later aspiring
authors can discover time travel and reanimated corpses for themselves.

Certainly the time travel conceptis a well-trodden path for speculative
writers, but that has not stopped the authors of the anthology Triangula-
tion: End of Timefrom setting out along its muddied ruts in searchof ori-
ginal conceits.

Beneatha slightly over-cooked cover (it resemblesthe inelegant design
of a scientific textbook N from a distance you might mistake it for a ex-
am revision guide aimed at students enrolled on a BScin Time Travel),
we find repeated attempts to wring some original speculative thrills
from the well-squeezed notion of time travel.

A man conducts an affair with his wife when shewas a younger, more
attractive woman. There are extravagant, baffling worlds where jumping
backwards and forwards in time has become as convenient as setting
your iPod to shuffle, and which are in danger of collapsing under the
weight of their own time-paradoxes. The contradictions inherent in the
notion of time-travelling are dealt with lightly or exuberantly dismissed.

Not all the stories plump for time-travel. The stated theme is OEndof
TimeO, so there are millenarian stories too, with apocalypsesto suit all
tastes, the most memorable being OAmericais Coming!O, in which the
entire continent of North America breaksloose from its moorings and ca-
reersaround the globe, destroying all in its path. Two Italian chancersat-
tempt to hitch aride on the errant landmass, only to discover that the US
population have entered suspended animation for reasonsthat are never
made clear.

If this is a metaphor for US Foreign Policy disasters (a blindly destruct-
ive nation populated by the somnolent), itOsa weak one, but perhaps 10m
reading too much into this. What really makes the story stand out is the
genuine senseof drama in the protagonistsGstruggle to ground their boat
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on a moving shoreline. IOdbe very surprised if author Dario Ciriello had
not navigated some rough seashimself. What surprises me more is that |
found the account genuinely gripping: | usually abhor tales of seafaring
derring-do. For some reason the moment an author mentions jibs and
yardarms, my eyelids grow heavy. Patrick OOBrianwill never find a
place on my bookshelf. Is that such a terrible shame?

Possibly.

Then again, nor can | ever normally bring myself to read novels by au-
thors who are still alive, or abridged versions, or books with movie tie-in
covers, or books with notes scrawled in the margins, although books
with the names of previous owners written inside the front cover are
good. Once | found an invitation to a cocktail party in a second-hand
copy of Colin WilsonOsThe Outsider. The party had taken place in
Brighton in 1965.1 think that if | could go back in time, | would attend
that cocktail party, and find out whose book that was, and what they
thought of it. | wonder what they would say if | told them that in the fu-
ture, the same Colin Wilson would pen a series of novels about giant
spiders taking over the world. Perhaps that would make a good short
story. N JG
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Comics

JOHN CONSTANTINE, HELLBLAZER: REASONS TO BE
CHEERFUL

Mike Carey and Others

DC, tpb, 144pp

Classic Hellblazerstorytelling, as gloomy as in Jamie DelanoOdlay, as
John Constantine has some of the worst times of his life. But like a lot of
the current Hellblazertrade paperbacks, the colouring is murky and ex-
tremely unattractive. It isnOnecessarilythe colouristOdault N itOghe pa-
per these trade paperbacks are printed on. ItOsso difficult to make any-
thing out that 10d prefer to read them in black and white.

JOHN CONSTANTINE, HELLBLAZER: THE GIFT

Mike Carey and Others

DC, tpb, 224pp

This volume brings Mike CareyOsack-to-basicsrun on Hellblazerto a
close. ltOdeen a good, exciting sequence,and this set of stories in partic-
ular is very rewarding for long-term readers of the title, bringing threads
together from all previous eras N in particular those of Delano, Ennis
and the under-appreciated Paul Jenkins (rather unfairly, the only major
Hellblazerwriter whose work hasyet to be collected in even a single trade
paperback), with quite a few nods to his origins in Alan MooreOsSwamp
Thing. This book would have beena perfect end to the series,if the comic
had to end. Happily it is still going, though, so IOmlooking forward to
catching up (weirdly, this was collected in trade paperback form only
after the Denise Mina run which followed it, which meant the Denise
Mina books, Empathyls the Enemyand TheRedRight Hand, have been sit-
ting idly on my shelf these last few months). N SWT

SPIDER-GIRL PRESENTS: THE BUZZ AND DARKDEVIL

Tom DeFalco, Ron Frenz and Others

Marvel, digest, 112pp

Essential reading for anyone who?s been following Spider-Gir| as
many of the mysteries setup in that title are cleared up in the two mini-
series collected here. Unlike the other Spider-Girl Presentsbooks N Jug-
gernautJr, AvengersNext and FantasticFive N which were M2 titles that
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ran in parallel to Spider-Girl these are true spin-offs. The stories, to be
honest, are nothing spectacular, and they lack the soap-opera elements
that make Spider-Girl such an addictive read, but the various revelations
about the origins of the Buzz and Darkdevil are quite eye-opening. N
SWT
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From the same author on Feedbooks

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #16 (2007)

This issueOs brilliant cover by John Shanks has doubtless alerted
you to the main content of this issue: Howard Phillips relates to us
The Doom That Came to Sea Base Delta! Then Lawrence Dagstine
tells of OOur Plight on AmarosO, in a high concept tale of human
despair on an alien world. This issue also brings the next part of
After All, by Michael Wyndham Thomas. Wash that down with
another sip of Newton Braddell, and then you'll be ready for an-
other Lost Classic of the Silver Age, a tale of one Cleabella Danger,
with thanks to the plucky fellow who rescued her book from a
space pirate! And dropped into the mix at the very last minute, an
extract from the novel-in-progress, Chameleon Man Gets Lost, by
Caroline Marwitz: OThe Good Fortune Driving School for MenO.

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #26 (2008)

TQF#26 has one of our best ever covers, courtesy of the marvel-
lous John Shanks. It shows the three kings doing battle with a de-
mon on their way to Bethlehem. Eric R. Lowther tells the story in
"We Three Kings". In the last of our series of stories by Richard K.
Lyon & Andrew J. Offutt, Tiana pays a visit to the "Inn of the

White Cat". In John Greenwood's series that never ends, Newton
Braddell experiences "The Cruellest Month". And then John Hall
tells the chilling story of "The Burrower Beneath". In the last
guarter of the issue we have reviews of the latest from PS Publish-
ing, among others. It's a rather shorter issue than usual (we had to
hold some material over to next time), but it's a very nice one. The
editorial is a bit rubbish B I'm still working through my feelings
about losing at NaNoWriMo, so you'll have to bear with me D but
if you skip that bit you'll have a great time with TQF#26.

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #24 (2008)

TQF#24 contains 75,000 words of fiction and reviews. There's a full
novel by the pseudonymous Howard Phillips, The Day the Moon
Wept Blood, which is best avoided, but there is some better stuff:
the ubiquitous Aaron Polson writes a scary little story of a little
metal man; John Greenwood continues the saga of Newton Brad-
dell; and Andrew Offutt and Richard Lyon fill in the gaps around
their scarlet-haired adventurer, Tiana.
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Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #25 (2008)

TQF#25 contains horror from Bob Lock ("Jack"), Ralph Robert
Moore ("Strangers Wear Masks of Your Face"), J.R. Parks
("Mississippi Sunshine") and John Hall ("In the Vale of Pnath");
fantasy from Rafe McGregor ("Murder in the Minster", a Ruritani-
an tale), Richard K. Lyon and Andrew J. Offutt ("Naked Before
Mine Enemies"); science fiction from John Greenwood ("In the
Mountain of Sanity", plus two more); and a lot of reviews and
second-hand news items from the editor.

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #23 (2008)

TQF#23 has science fiction from Wayne Summers and John Green-
wood, fantasy from Richard K. Lyon & Andrew J. Offutt, horror

from Anna M. Lowther and John Hall, and reviews galore. Alto-
gether, there are 52,534 words of free reading material in this
magazine (but no one will blame you for skipping the 4,394-word
editorial).

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #27 (2009)

TQF27 presents a marvellous novel in full: Operation 1848 by
Mike Schultheiss! Plus two short stories: "Orchid Strangelove and
the Kiss of the Taipan" by Sam Leng and "Lost Futures" by Cyril
Simsa. The issue is rounded out with the usual half-baked re-
views, news and editorial musings.

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #28 (2009)

TQF28 starts in the best possible way with "Quadrant Five" b a
bunch of people on a spaceship going who knows where. That's
followed by the next riveting instalment of Newton Braddell and a
short-short from Josie Gowler, "Soldier”, before things get rather
literary with the double-barrelled strangeness of "Breaking Out of
Sleep" and "Anatomy of a Wounded House", from Barry Pomeroy
and Douglas Thompson respectively. Then John Hall wonders
whether you dare descend "The Stairs in the Crypt", and Jason
Hinchcliffe tells the saga of the "Bloodbegotten”.

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #29 (2009)

Here is TQF29, seven stories high. Douglas Thompson takes the
lead, with the eerie and poetic "Madame Mortadore & the
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Clouds". "Foundling" by Nick Sansone follows a painter through a
troubled life foretold. "Imaginary Prisons" by David Tallerman
also has a good deal to say on the subject of prophecies. John Hall
delivers the last of his forgotten stories to our horror section, "The
Feaster from the Stars". (Its final image is unforgettable.) John
Greenwood then lets us have it three times in the third eye, as
Newton Braddell wends his hopeless way across the world. The
review section contains the usual batch from me, as well as ones
by John Greenwood, Rafe McGregor and Steve Redwood, who
consider Morpheus Tales #3, a Hound of the Baskervilles graphic
novel, and Midnight Street #12 respectively.

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #30 (2009)

The issue opens with "Citadel Ninety-Nine" by Michael Canfield,

in which a bloodthirsty army tears its way across a strange,
strange world.

Also in this issueE John Greenwood plots the next point in New-
ton Braddell's weary journey. Jon Vagg shows what really goes on
at conventions in "DeadSoulsCon". K.J. Hays tells the story of "The
Zombie Who Went to Town in Style". K.J. Hannah Greenberg
writes about creatures in mailboxes in "Just One Case of Flash:
Another Chimera Story". And Ben Thomas & Skadi meic Beorh
win this issue's best title award with "The Periodic Honking of the
Fruit-Seller's Truck".

The issue ends with our usual bountiful selection of reviews, in-
cluding comment on all of this year's British Fantasy Award-nom-
inated novels, two books from Rhys Hughes, and a collection by
Steve Redwood.

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #31 (2009)

If you've had a good Christmas, it's about to get better! If you've
had a bad one, here is its saving grace! Theaker's 31 is here for
your pleasure! We've got eight terrific stories and nineteen re-
views. We have fantasy from Zachary Jernigan and Heather
Anastasiu, horror from Alex Smith and David M. Kinne, science
fiction from Alison J. Littlewood, David Tallerman, Glynn Barrass
and John Greenwood, though as ever these labels are applied
somewhat loosely! The marvellous cover is by Howard Watts,
while Douglas Ogurek and Rafe McGregor supply reviews.
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Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #32 (2010)

This special issue of Theaker's Quarterly features the long-awaited
conclusion of our very long-running serial, Newton Braddell's In-
conclusive Researches into the Unknown. And on the flipside, a
special treat, issue 10 of Pantechnicon! This issue of Pantechnicon
includes Alex Davis (founder of Alt.Fiction) on organising literary
events and an interview with goremaster Herschell Gordon Lewis.

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #33 (2010)

| don't think it's at all a stretch to say that this is one of the
strangest issues of Theaker's Quarterly Fiction we've ever
published!

Our lead story is "NON", by Douglas Ogurek, a dizzying blur of
new words, new fashions and new ideas; Charlie and the Chocol-
ate Factory as written by Anthony Burgess.

Then we have Steve Redwood's "Nose Trek", the story of a nose
that implodes upon itself, and the brave souls who go inside to in-
vestigate. What happens once the mass of mucus in a nostril has
passed the Chandrasekhar limit?

"Houseguest" by D. Harlan Wilson is as odd b and exciting b as
anyone who's read his other work would expect, while "EIl Aullido
del Diablo" by Dean M. Drinkel is so entertainingly barmy that |
have to confess I'm not entirely sure what it's about, but | know |
enjoyed it!

By these standards, "Bird Talk" by Mark Lord is almost incongru-
ously normal, despite its mix of witches, clerics and boozy tramps.
The issue is rounded out by a relatively normal selection of re-
views (as long as you think there's nothing unusual about lengthy
discussions of whether Superman can move his lips quickly and
skilfully enough to mimic the softness of a human kiss, that is).
The cover is by the wonderful Howard Watts.

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #34 (2010)

TQF34 features a series of terrific stories, an indulgent editorial,

our first ever convention report, and a huge review section:

twenty-two books, seven movies, three audio reviews, one comic

and one game. The cover is once again by the wonderful Howard
Watts. Horror: OThe Chapel on the HeadlandO, Rafe McGregor

and OThe Needs of the DeadO, Jon Vagg. Fantasy: OThe Frog GodOs
ChosenO, Steve Cotterill and OThe Free Dynamos and the Lone
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Island in the SkyO, Mike Phillips. Science fiction: OOf Kith and
KinO, Howard Watts; OBarney WilsonO, Kevin Bridges; OGlass
HousesO, David Tallerman; and OName the PlanetO, Ross
Gresham.

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #35 (2011)

Wash your pain away with the misery of others! Olnvoluntary
MuscleO by Black Static contributor Maura McHugh tells of Lilly,
her unhappy life made more miserable yet by surprising news.
OHouse of NowhereO, a novella by Matthew Amundsen, concerns
brave Hully Bo, trapped in a submerged house and tortured by

the mean and mysterious Conjurer. We then have reviews of
books by Justin Isis, Johnny Mains, Brendan Connell, Lucius Shep-
ard, Scott Edelman, Kevin Anderson and Sam Stall, AndrZ Gide
and Kristine Ong Muslim, and of the latest instalments of Doctor
Who and Harry Potter. In the comics section we take a look at

Clint #4, Showcase Presents DC Comics Presents Superman Team-
Ups, Vol. 1, and Strangers: Homicron. The seasonal cover is by
lovely Howard Watts.

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #36 (2011)

144 pages of fiction and reviews, all available for free download!
Our fiction this time: The PhotographerOs Tale by Daniel Mills, A
Fable of Worcester by Victor D. Infante, Angeline of the Woods by
Dylan Fox, Told in a Brothel on Darien by Elaine Graham-Leigh,
The Burden of Proof by David X. Wiggin, Totem by Howard
Watts, Huracan by Matt Baxter and OAO Story: an Animated Ad-
venture by Nicholas Rasche.

The Quarterly Review takes in four Doctor Who audio adventures,
books from James Lovegrove, Michael Moorcock, Brendan Con-
nell, Stephen King, Michael Croteau and Gary McMahon, and
comics from the brothers Nicolle, Black Coat Press and Dargaud.
In our film review section, Jacob Edwards and Douglas Ogurek re-
view The Adjustment Bureau, | Am Number Four, Paul, Season of
the Witch and Tron: Legacy.

The space-age cover is by superstar artist Howard Watts.

If it weren't for the slightly lazy editorial, I'd call this our best ever
issue!

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #37 (2011)
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Eight stories and one article feature in this issue of TheakerOs
Quarterly Fiction: Apoidroids by Douglas Thompson, Make It
Sacred by Mike Sweeney, The Last Testament by Rafe McGregor,
Curios by Ben Kendall-Carpenter, The Model of a Boy by Alex
Smith, Harrowing of the Barrow by Skadi meic Beorh, Devilry at
the Hanging Tree Inn by David Tallerman, The Watchman by
Chris Roper, and In the Shadow of Slartibartfast: Donald Cotton
and Doctor WhoOs Other Comedic Trilogy by Jacob Edwards. The
editorial, How Could a Person Up and Call a Person Wack?!, ad-
dresses the suggestion that giving books bad reviews is something
one should avoid. The review section stretches to thirty pages,
covering books by McSweeneyQOs, Jason Heller, Matthew Hughes,
lan Whates, Richard Parks, Adam Baker, Daniel Mills, Gary Fry,
Andy Remic and D.F. Lewis, as well as CDs, comics and films.

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #38 (2011)

Stories in this issue: OThe Lives and Spacetimes of Thornton Excel-
siorO by Rhys Hughes (actually eight stories in one!); OThe Day-
light WitchO by Jim Steel; OOff and On AgainO by Alison Little-
wood; OBetter than Llandudno, eh?0 by Michael W. Thomas; and
OO0ld PreachOs GodsO by 7.J. Woods. Books from Paul Magrs, Reg-
gie Oliver, Anne and Todd McCaffrey, Nathalie Henneberg, Glen
Duncan, Vendela Vida, Wil Wheaton, Johnny Mains, Guy Haley,

lan Cameron Esslemont and Catherynne M. Valente are reviewed,
plus seven comics, six audio adventures, five flms and one game.
Contributing reviewers this time include Jacob Edwards, Regina
Edwards, Michael W. Thomas and Douglas J. Ogurek. Cover art

by Howard Watts.

Theaker's Quarterly Fiction #39 (2011)

TheakerOs Quarterly Fiction #39 has six more stories of Thornton
Excelsior from the magnificent Rhys Hughes, mutant ultraviolence
from Mike Sauve, science fiction from Douglas Thompson, and an
interview with Matthew Hughes. There are lots of reviews, from
Jacob Edwards, Douglas Ogurek and Stephen Theaker. The Christ-
massy cover art is from Howard Watts.
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