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The Cat Wore Electric Goggles.

 


AWOOGAH!
AWOOGAH!

The klaxon
seemed to bypass the human ear altogether and to burrow directly
into the crew’s stomachs, filling each to capacity with
stainless-steel butterflies.

Turing, the
Senior Radio Operator, had his feet jammed under the instrument
console so that he could use one hand to hold his microphone and
the other to tweak the Bakelite knobs and levers of the
communication machinery. Needles in the many dials flicked back and
forth or even spun wildly in complete circles, and all was lit by a
danger-red glow. Turing had no idea whether his message was even
being transmitted, let alone received by Jodrell Bank.

‘M’aider
m’aider m’aider! This is Her Majesty’s Space Ship Beagle. We have
been hit by an electro-magnetic interference. Navigation and helm
systems are malfunctioning. We are out of control and heading
towards Planet 21ZedNA9. M’aider, m’aider, m’aider...’

Whereas the
crew were just barely hanging on with grim determination, Captain
Arthur Faraday somehow managed to stride with dignity across the
bridge to his chair. His reappearance there brought with it some
assurance, and also the odd sensation in the officers that
impressing the captain was every bit as important as just surviving
the emergency.

‘Somebody shut
that ruddy klaxon off - I think we’re all aware that this is
serious.’

HMSS Beagle
ducked and dived as she plummeted towards exactly the planet in
exactly the system that they had been sent out to investigate - in
exactly the manner that they had hoped not to arrive. One
moment her sleek metallic nose-cone was aimed at the planet - a
body that had been sending out odd radio-energy waves - and the
next moment she pointed out to the cold black of space. Tumbling,
seemingly randomly, her manoeuvring thrusters and blasting rocket
motors were quite unable to restore her former grace and poise.
Scarlet red and emerald green navigation lights left twisted trails
in the ionised gases as the ship hit the planet’s atmosphere and
continued her dive.

‘Engineer -
report!’

The Chief
Engineer tried to stand to attention, to salute and to hang on to a
cross-beam all at the same time.

‘Captain,
we’re somehow stuck in the electro-magnetic radiations emanating
from the planet. The navigation computer is inoperative; every
capacitor, every potentiometer has been burned out. Helm is
attempting to control our flight manually but the turbulence is
almost tearing us apart.’

Beagle took an
especially violent swing, and slide-rules, set-squares, protractors
and paper star-charts were thrown from the tables. The ship’s cat,
Mr Babbage, sent a fingernail-on-blackboard screech through
everyone’s ouch-bones as he was flung from port side to starboard
side and the deck plates shone like new where his claws had left
desperate tramlines. The moment the ship paused briefly in her
aerobatics he resumed the aloof manner of a cat that had
intended to slide arse foremost across the bridge and slam
up against a bulkhead. When the captain ordered “brace for impact”
Mr Babbage decided that his cat-igloo was the place to be, and that
he would also just incidentally take a nap in the foetal
position with his paws over his eyes. He had six and a half good
lives left and he didn’t intend to waste one here if at all
possible.

Mr Babbage
regained cat-consciousness with his brain reporting an odd concerto
of ghastly silences on the outside of his skull overlaid with a
painfully loud twelve kilohertz hum on the inside. His
vision seemed less sensitive than it ought to be and focus was a
manual process requiring not some little blinking. In short;
nothing that couldn’t be cured by a productive visit to his litter
tray and then sticking one hind leg in the air for a damned good
tongue-bath.

The human crew
later found themselves to be in similar states of health, although
their diagnoses also included cuts, bruises, the odd broken bone
and a diminished confidence in the crash-protection efficacy of
sticking their backsides in the air and covering their eyes (one or
two of them had woken in positions where they appeared to have
tried it).

Captain
Faraday, exercising the privileges of rank, was the first of the
commissioned crew to see the light of day at the end of the
concussion tunnel - and he was dismayed to do so through a gash in
the fuselage through which he could also plainly see alien sky. It
seemed that the more usual atmospheric safety tests before opening
the outer hatch were now rendered superfluous. The Captain’s
nostrils twitched and registered nothing unusual, except perhaps
for a certain extra-meaty aroma drifting over from the ship’s cat’s
upturned and litterless litter tray. Mr Babbage appeared to be
straining cross-eyed in some feline yoga stance involving all four
paws in close formation, and a certain amount of tottering about
was involved as his centre of gravity was upset by the movement of
a significant proportion of his overall starting mass.

Faraday took
advantage of his early recovery to adjust his uniform, slick down
his Brylcreem comb-over and generally dust himself off - the better
to greet his groggy and dishevelled crew while also intimating that
mere crash landings were no cause for medical or sartorial
disturbance in a truly professional serviceman. By the time
the lower ranks had begun to recover Captain Faraday was settled at
his desk on the bridge, screwing the top back on his fountain pen
after updating the ship’s log with a single, pithy entry: ‘The
Beagle has landed.’

Planet
21ZedNA9 looked about as welcoming as an open-cast uranium mine. It
was a rock covered in smaller rocks, with some of the rocks piled
up into hills. Gravel made from broken rocks rounded off the
corners. To be fair, some of the rocks were slightly
different shades of the colour of rock and a river, of sorts, ran
through the shallow valley. It was all a very drab affair indeed.
If there were a sentient spark to be found here, thought Faraday,
then it would be life but probably not as Mr Darwin had ever known
it.

Mr Babbage
stepped off his litter tray like a duke stepping down from a
carriage, and he greeted the Captain’s now conscious ankles with a
head butt and a purr. Then he pranced out through the gash in the
hull to investigate the scenery. Nothing ate him immediately so he
sought higher ground where he might undertake his post-poop wash
and watch the antics of his crew.

HMSS Beagle’s
hitherto elegant nose-cone had been concertinaed against a
particularly large rock, and a shower of smaller rocks ranging in
size from a Morris Oxford to a Bird’s Eye frozen pea had been
thrown over the main cylinder of the vessel. Her landing struts had
collapsed in the impact, flattening one of her four fins and
lozenging one of the stern jet cones into an oval maw. Wisps of
steam and smoke were issuing from vents on the engineering deck
and, as dusk fell, the lights behind the rows of portholes
continued to flicker long after the new-fangled fluorescent tubes
should ordinarily have warmed up and stopped clanking.

Mr Babbage
glanced to his left, disturbed by the flickering half-light of a
shadow, and decided to go back onboard to see if the tin-opener had
survived the crash. Twice on the short journey to HMSS Beagle Mr
Babbage hunkered down, hissed and spat at the shadows. Tragically,
it seemed that the tin-opener was in sick bay with a broken
something or other. However, it only took a little wildly
inspired ankle-worship and a plaintive meow to discover a healthy
alternative who knew the neat trick with the wonderful tins
of “Space-Kat” chomp-chomp chow. Better yet, this less experienced
tin-opener had no sense of portion-control and erred on the
generous side.

Repair crews
bustled and the gangways were filled with hobnail booted footfall.
Glaring torches and work-lights cast shadows everywhere, confusing
the eye and upsetting the collective primal hindbrain in its
constant quest to spot predators.

Twice Captain
Faraday turned from his desk only to find no-one actually standing
behind him. The Medical Officer was summoned on the
respect-preserving pretext of hand-delivering a report of crew
injuries. Discreet checks for the effects of concussion were then
elicited behind a closed cabin door. The Captain’s skull was
pronounced to be anatomically similar to that of a heavy-set
bull-elephant, and to be wholly intact and quite uninjured. The
entire crew was a little bit jittery according to the M.O.’s
summation, but that was to be expected following the crash - nerves
had been jangled.

Mr Babbage,
finding the Captain’s cabin door closed, leaned to one side as
though accepting a pretend tickle from some kindly, unseen soul and
then bounded away down the deck, on a mission.

Captain
Faraday’s steward, carrying a supper of Cheddar cheese and Branston
Pickle sandwiches, wished that he could be so easily amused
by imaginary petting and pretend rodents. As he knocked and waited
his eyes flicked to the end of the corridor, attracted by movement
that wasn’t there. He silently prescribed himself another Aspirin,
to be administered as soon as he could get to the crew bar for an
ale with which to wash it down.

As the lights
in operational parts of the ship turned red one hour later for the
ship’s night watches Mr Babbage tired of all the pretend attention
he was receiving and retreated to his padded cat-igloo on the
bridge.

Halfway
through the night Captain Faraday woke in a sweat and a panic,
forcing himself to reach out from the safety of his bunk into the
pitch-black for a light switch, knowing that illumination would be
the only thing to chase away his silly nightmare. In his dream he
had been lying on his bunk, unable to lift so much as a finger and
surrounded at close range by faces staring down at him, somehow
draining the energy and the life from his flesh and bones. Only
under the greatest exercise of will within his dream had he been
able to force his eyelids to open, expecting to come face to face
with someone or some thing. He swung his legs over the side
of his bunk, glanced involuntarily at the shadows cast by the desk
light, and held his head in his hands. Then he did something that
he hadn’t done since childhood - he checked under the bunk, peering
into the shadows there for he knew not what. Possibly for some
lurking remnant of his dream.

Faraday
dressed and walked out onto the bridge, disturbing the night watch
and causing them to snap to attention. It seemed that all was well,
considering, although the whole crew remained jumpy and unsettled.
The Computing Officers were reported to be still deep inside the
machinery room replacing the burned out thermionic valves and some
of the wiring. Even so, navigation systems would be ready to be
warmed up and back on-line within the hour. The Captain noticed
that the Officer of the Watch had moved his chair so that it now
backed against a wall instead of being open to the various doors
leading onto the bridge. Faraday’s experienced eyes also saw that
such junior officers as there were on duty gravitated towards the
bulkheads, eschewing their more customary positions in the centre
of the deck and commuting back and forth when tasked.

Sensing the
arrival of the Captain’s senior ankles and privilege-conferring lap
Mr Babbage emerged from his igloo and began to stroll over.
Half-way on his sashay to the Captain, tail in the air, he suddenly
hunkered down, spat, hissed and decided on a change of scenery,
chasing an imaginary something out into the corridor. Faraday tried
but couldn’t remember if the cat was one of those cross-eyed ones -
its hiss had seemed to be directed into open space rather than at
anyone present.

Captain
Faraday decided to amble down to the Science Deck to see what
progress had been made on identifying the odd radiations that had
brought them to this system initially and had then brought them to
their knees at the last by burning out the computer. Mr Babbage
caught up and tagged along. Who knew? The Captain might one day
suddenly display the admirable skills of an Able Tin-Opener First
Class, or some other really useful rank. As they walked
through the ship she somehow felt busier than she ought to be in
this off-watch, even given the emergency. Half of the vessel was
still on jury-rigged lighting though, and that is never pleasant -
all harsh glare and darkness.

The Science
Deck, behind its latched and pressurised quarantine airlock doors,
presented an odd combination of smells, sights and sounds. Liquids
gurgled in laboratory glassware over hissing Bunsen burners as the
pulverised remnants of large rocks, medium rocks and small rocks
from the brutally-furnished planet were analysed. The unspeakably
moist, over-intimate aromas of the previous planetfall’s biological
investigations still hung about the atmosphere as a reminder that
one of life’s primary indicators is to consume, to process and to
then discard organic matter. The sadly non-sentient aboriginal
“chimpansheep” of their previous encounter had proven
especially adept at processing and then rather aggressively
discarding organic matter. Such was first contact - a messy, hit
and miss affair.

Thick wooden
benches bore ugly stains as reminders that they had been soaked in
the very juices of alien existence. Cream-enamelled laboratory
clocks ticked away the duration of obscure investigations and, at
the far end of the room, sat Dr Newton, hunched over the half-ton
mass of the ship’s portable atomic microscope. Newton turned to
check behind himself as though expecting someone to be there, and
yet was surprised to see the Captain. He almost left his skin
behind as he jumped from one startle to quite another.

‘Oh - there
is somebody there. May I help you, Captain?’

‘Yes - you can
draw me some ruddy scientific conclusions about this planet, and
you can start by telling me why this bloody cat has taken to
staring into corners, hissing at nothing and purring as though it’s
being tickled by ghosts. The whole crew’s unsettled and when the
crew is unsettled, so am I.’

Newton thought
for a moment and decided against offering the results of the
chemical analysis of the rocks. He brought his thought processes
even further down, to the level of the almost totally
non-scientific mind. Mr Babbage, the “bloody cat” in
question, was throwing some figment into the air, watching as it
“landed” and then “re-capturing” it. Newton hitched up his white
lab-coat and crouched down, the better to peer.

‘Domesticated
felis silvestrus catis, a small furry, carnivorous mammal. Seems
physically healthy and not to have been damaged in the recent
uncontrolled landing exercise. Appears to be acting out classic
post-hunting behaviour, pretending to play with its prey - the
usual cruelty prior to consumption raw.’

Newton held
out various nifty scientific probes towards Mr Babbage who, being
slightly offended by the examination, ignored him completely.

‘Radioactivity
- nominal, allowing for the proximity of the engines.
Temperature... oh that’s odd. There’s a steep gradient in a small
volume in front of the cat. I’ve lost it - got it again - look, it
appears to be moving as though the damned cat’s actually playing
with it! Remarkable!’

Newton waved
the probes around but he was no match for the cat’s antics and
couldn’t keep pace. He slipped an electro-spectral magnetometer
from his lab-coat pocket and panned it across the floor, causing a
high-pitched whine such as that given off by a metal-detector
running over a buried Roman coin. Then he set the apparatus on the
floor - the pitch rose and fell as the cat repeatedly threw
something into the air and then caught it.

‘He’s got a
ruddy mouse! An invisible mouse! I swear it.’ Newton stood and put
his chin in his hand; the classic scientist’s pose signifying both
“worthy of interest” and “damnably odd”. ‘Captain - in the locker
behind you. The ground-survey backpacks, the electric goggles.
Would you?’

Faraday opened
the locker, reached in with both hands and passed one heavy
backpack to Newton. Then he slipped into another backpack himself,
pulled the goggles down over his eyes and pumped the priming-lever
at his side. There was a delay of some few seconds and a slight hum
as the circuitry warmed up and the goggles began to come
online.

‘Give it a
moment Captain. This is delicate apparatus.’

The eyepieces
began to give off a bilious green glow and to feed highly processed
data from the special cameras directly into the two men’s ocular
organs.

Captain
Faraday fell backwards and scrabbled a little to distance himself.
Newton slammed into a cupboard on his side of the gangway,
causing his ‘delicate apparatus’ backpack to whine and re-set.

Mr Babbage,
when viewed in the electro-magnetic spectra, could plainly be seen
to be playing with something best described as an unholy cross
between the ghost of a mouse and a scorpion. It apparently had the
social dispositions and attitudes of a dockyard rat. A glowing
outline representation in the goggles, the “mouse” arched its tail
overhead and jabbed repeatedly in the direction of the cat.

Newton was
fascinated. ‘Fascinating’ said Newton as though recording aloud the
results of an experiment. ‘I think it’s spitting electro-magnetic
poison at the cat!’ He tuned his own goggles to
further-advanced technical settings unsuitable for civilians or
even for ship’s captains.

The Captain
seemed less than amused. He lifted his goggles and set about
lighting his “serious thinking” pipe. ‘What about the analysis of
the signals that brought us here in the first place. Any more
detail on that?’

‘Yes Captain -
the signals ceased once we were disabled and committed to
landing.’

‘Ceased? Just
ceased - no preamble or natural disturbance?’

‘Those
frequencies just exhibit low-power grey noise now.’ Newton played a
tape. It was as though a million young sheep were bleating randomly
over a poorly-tuned walkie-talkie channel. ‘Is the signal
important?’

‘I think it
may be abso-ruddy-lutely crucial. I suspect that this changes
everything.’

The Captain
left the Science Deck at a reasonably dignified trot, puffs of
tobacco smoke being blown out of his pipe as though he were a
steam-locomotive under load. He needed to get outside. Rushing down
the gangway, scattering the sentry and the sentry’s warming
flask of mulligatawny soup, Faraday replaced his goggles intending
to pan around the landscape.

The sentry
helped the Captain back up after he fell on his arse, and was
careful to not notice that he was doing so as he did so. Some
things that ship’s captains did it was better for lower ranks not
to acknowledge. If the Captain wanted to jump out of his skin,
stifle a very un-military squeal of shock and then fall down then
it was up to his crew to lend a hand and see nothing.

Focusing on
the distant horizon through the goggles Faraday had come literally
face to face, nose to nose, over-sized eyeball to green-glowing
goggle with a deep, churning, seething mass of alien life peering
back at him.

Humanoid,
certainly, but insubstantial and alive in ways that mankind was
not. These creatures positively shone like beacons in the
electro-magnetic while being of no material consequence
whatsoever to the non-augmented human retina. Life more significant
than “scorpimice” roamed the planet.

From being as
good as alone and standing in the quiet night landscape Faraday had
found himself plunged into an unholy, crushing, heaving crowd in
the quite literal blink of an eye.

It had seemed
that the horizon had rushed up about him on all sides and left him
no air to breathe, no space in which to live. The barren
rock was teeming! Positively swarming!

A bright
outline head with huge puddle-like eyes pressed in over his right
shoulder, eager to get a view of the goggle remote-control unit
that Faraday had in his hand in a sweaty, vice-like grip. The first
head was immediately jostled aside by another and another and the
sensation of being surrounded quickly became unbearable - it was
like being sniffed at and scrutinised by a million overbearing and
yet invisible Gollums.

Faraday
flipped the goggles off and felt a welcome return of exposure as
his brain instantly placed him once again as just an isolated blip
of life facing a bleak and barren landscape, empty from his toes to
the far-distant horizon. The sensation was as though space-time
itself had been snipped and spliced by a clumsy hand.

He took
several deliberately deep breaths, fought down his
discomfort and chased hot adrenalin back to whichever glands it had
escaped from. Then, as he had known that he would have to, he
slipped the goggles back on. There was a capacitor-whine from the
backpack and in the fresh blink of an eye all of the spare room in
all of the world was gone once again, filled to capacity with
bustling, over-curious life that seemed to have no concept
of personal space.

Just
blue-white outlines seen through tear-streaked eyes, the creatures
milled about, elbow to elbow, as insensitive to each other’s needs
as the crowd in the public stands at Ascot. In an exercise in pure
self-control, Faraday turned himself to look back at his
ship. The gangway that he had marched down seemingly at his
ease was packed from side to side, stuffed from top to bottom with
a heaving mass of this other-life - as though it were the
entrance to a fairground and HMSS Beagle the main attraction.
Faraday forced himself to be calm and rational and pro-active.

The creatures
used the gangway. They were crowding through the main hatch. That
surely indicated that they either wouldn’t or couldn’t move
through the hull material. He hoped it was the latter - oh above
all, he hoped that they couldn’t. Had any of them walked
through him? He couldn’t recall. Faraday forced his feet
forwards in some semblance of a full stride - and the alien horde
almost tumbled out of his way, as though he were a juggernaut
pushing through smaller traffic. In the goggles it was difficult to
maintain his balance; his view of the ground was utterly obscured.
His breathing became laboured again, he felt that he urgently
needed fresh, un-used air and open space and normality about
him.

Forcing his
way back up the gangway Faraday reached the deck of his ship. To
the sentry the Captain looked to be moving very stiffly and
awkwardly - just something else to not be noticed. Captains could
be such odd creatures sometimes.

Having proven
something important to himself about his ability to function in a
pure hell of runaway over-population, he whipped off the
goggles. With the naked eye the horizon switched once again from
the end of Faraday’s nose to some several miles distant and, away
and above, to the happy, human lebensraum of outer space.
The deception was total.

Doubtless
every inch of deck that hadn’t been behind locked doors would be
over-run. How many had entered the Science Deck with him, sharing
his passage through the quarantine airlocks? How many had
showered with him earlier, before he tried to sleep?

Captain
Faraday leaned hard on the big red-alert lever by the hatchway. He
leaned on it as though he hoped to push it through the bulkhead
plating. This was perhaps neither the most carefully considered nor
wisest action of Faraday’s career, but it was the only action that
would hold down the lid on the queasiness with which the pressing
alien population had threatened to overwhelm his senses. Klaxons
sounded again throughout the ship and a crew that had been unable
to get comfortable anyway admitted that it was awake, dressed in
seconds and rushed to man their posts. He issued orders to the
bewildered sentry that further sightseers were to be denied
access to the ship and then strode away, leaving the sentry
wondering just why he was strapping on electric goggles in the
deserted dead quiet of the tail end of his unremarkable
night-watch.

When Faraday
had travelled just fifteen paces he was very satisfied to hear a
full-blown scream of surprise from sentry, who had presumably just
donned the goggles. That should keep the blighter from
blabbing about captains squealing and falling on their arses.

Throughout the
vessel human crew-members unknowingly pushed through as-yet unseen
aliens, causing eddies and backwashes in the crowd, while the
Captain - striding for his bridge - caused the humans to
dance aside and flounder similarly in his wake.

Entering the
bridge Faraday barked ‘I will have my ship back, Mr Hawking, I WILL
have her back.’

The Officer of
the Watch, misunderstanding, positively leapt from the Captain’s
chair and released his command. Unseen aliens, misunderstanding
even more completely, jostled to try on the vacant chair for
size.

‘The ship is
taken, Mr Hawking, we have been BOARDED!’

‘Boarded?’
queried a confused Hawking, noting that the Captain seemed
sober.

Faraday
flicked a switch and his voice boomed out on the Science Deck.


‘Electro-magnetic goggles. How many sets? ANSWER ME!’

‘Er - twelve,
Sir. Twelve in total.’

‘One set to
the bridge, the remainder to the Master-at-Arms at the
double-double.’

The Captain
then flicked a second switch. ‘Master-at-Arms - all visitors
to be put ashore immediately. Recruit any crew or officers that you
need and report to me once done.’


‘Visitors Captain?’

‘Science Deck
are delivering some goggles to you. Just put them on.’

Faraday held
up his hand for silence, making the officers wait with him for
confirmation.

A minute later
in the background of the open comms channel there came the earthy
expostulation of a six-foot four-inch, two hundred and forty pound
Marine who had just found himself surrounded on all sides.

Satisfied, the
Captain flipped the comms channel off and waited a few more seconds
for the set of goggles for the bridge officers to arrive. They were
quickly passed around, causing the whole watch crew to break into a
cross between the solo rumba and the ant-hill twist.

The comms
beeped - the Master-at-Arms. ‘Captain - how do we? I mean have
Science Deck found a way to...’

‘Cabin by
cabin, Master, cabin by cabin and deck by deck latching every
hatchway as you go and then search every cubby-hole, every
ventilation and wiring shaft. Lasso them with electrical cord and
throw them out of the portholes if necessary, but find a way to
CLEAR MY SHIP!’

Faraday then
barked for silence once more on the bridge, and the hubbub cut off
as though someone had pushed the needle across a record on a
turntable. Everyone was looking around like swivel-eyed loons while
also desperately trying to remember that they were officers,
standing at something between attention and near-enough,
considering.

‘Chief
Engineer - how long before we could take off?’

Chadwick
seemed reluctant to open his mouth to reply, probably in case some
alien were to peer in and poke about, gawping at human tonsils -
after all, they were poking into everything else. He pulled himself
together. ‘If we isolate the damaged sections still under rebuild
and skip final testing of the engine recommissioning Captain then
we can take off as soon as the reaction matter tanks and the
hydroponics tanks are refilled. We emptied them for repairs and
we’re pumping water from the river right now - about another hour,
two at the most.’

‘Make it
faster if you can.’

The Chief
Engineer’s manner was as comfortable as that of a young dog waiting
alone in a veterinarian’s surgery and reading a magazine article
about neutering through the ages. ‘Captain, I’ll get the crew
passing a line of buckets if I have to.’

The Marines
worked through the ship as a physical barrier sweeping the decks
and ushering the “visitors” before them. Even as each section was
confirmed cleared still no-one seemed comfortable in the middle of
cabins and corridors, preferring to slide along the bulkheads to
keep their backs protected. The crew wished that there had been
enough electric goggles for one set each, and yet were grateful in
some animal way that there was not.

Tanks filled,
and with the last alien sightseer persuaded out and down the
gangway, the main hatch was sealed and a countdown begun. Dials
flickered and telltales began to glow as the reactors warmed
through. The crew strapped themselves down as they had done a
thousand times before, except that this time, to a man, they felt
trapped and vulnerable rather than safely restrained and
protected.

HMSS Beagle
surrounded herself with clouds of vapour and steam. With her
repaired atomic reaction cones angled downwards and her forward
thrusters straining, showers of sparks sprayed through the
fuel-mist feeds and suddenly Beagle created her own shadows,
lighting the rocky wastes more brightly than the planet’s own sun
ever did. The hull began to vibrate and then to heterodyne like the
sides of an old corporation bus climbing a long, steep hill.

Those
with goggles twisted themselves to portholes and mapped out
a vast encircling swarm of alien life, with just a few of the brave
or the foolhardy now dropping from the Beagle’s fuselage and fins
and running for cover. Those without goggles tried to not
obsess over the shadows in the corners of their cabins. Oddly, for
those with a fear of crowds, even an empty cabin or room
would never again be quite the antidote that it once was.

Out in the
calm of space the crew began to relax a little, feeling the
claustrophobia of the pressing alien hordes ebbing away with each
passing tera-league. In the Ward Room a tension-relieving
debriefing was being held over a bottle of Jura whisky. Captain
Faraday was generously explaining why he had ordered an emergency
take-off, leaving full “first contact” to be handled by another
expedition at some later date. Even aside from the horror of the
aliens being everywhere all at once and quite without any sense of
personal etiquette or human manners, they had put him in mind of
nothing more than a rabble, almost a flock of mindless young sheep
without a shepherd. He couldn’t bear the thought of Beagle gaining
a reputation for bravely finding nothing but non-sentient
alien species.

The
Master-at-Arms confided as he refilled everyone’s Waterford crystal
glasses that he had been surprised by just how easily they
had been able to clear the ship. The whole operation had given him
the impression that the aliens who had come onboard weren’t the
brightest little lambs in the flock and seemed quite used to
responding without question to the orders of authority.

The Senior
Navigation Officer joked that maybe the alien shepherds had been
stuck in traffic - if they were all made of the same insubstantial
electro-magnetic bodywork how could any of them move about quickly
in that mad crush of alien bodies? The ship had been
careening around like a wild thing so their crash-landing site
would have been difficult to predict. If the situations were
reversed and as someone had suggested earlier, for example, aliens
had landed in England in the crowded stands at Ascot the effect
would not be dissimilar. A delay would be inevitable before
authority could push its way through the civilians to respond, and
the aliens would find themselves initially surrounded by gawping,
undisciplined idiots.

Silence fell
in the Ward Room, like the silence after a joke at a funeral.

Everyone
jumped out of their skins when Mr Babbage leapt out of his Ward
Room igloo, let loose a meow and strode into the corridor, on a
mission. The Radio Officer’s ears heard the cat’s purring fading
down the corridor.

Not quite
knowing why, everyone rose and followed.

Mr Babbage was
rubbing up against the steel of the hatchway onto the Hydroponics
Deck, bumping his head against the metal and purring more loudly
than ever. The temperature, humidity and lux monitor gauges on the
readout alongside the hatchway were fluctuating wildly, their
needles swinging like compasses in an electrical storm.

Captain
Faraday summoned goggles and a team of sober Marines. Only then was
the hatch allowed to slide aside. Virtually every officer on the
ship was crushed in behind the Captain, peering over his shoulders
or ducking beneath his arms to get a view. They were doing a damned
good impression themselves of a gawping, idiot crowd.

Lush
plant-life was growing in serried ranks under strip-lights for
fifty feet either side of the hatchway and stretching a hundred
feet back. The ship’s crew depended absolutely on what was grown
there during the months and sometimes even years between
planetfall. Hissing water jets sprayed a fine mist that was shot
through with nutrient-rich, oily rainbows. Among the plants, and
also in serried ranks, stood a thousand or more blue and white
outlined aliens, inch-perfect and eyes front and centre.

A Marine spoke
out of turn. ‘These ones look different. Sir, these ones have
discipline.’

The Captain
had difficulty finding his own voice but managed eventually to
command what was almost a conspiratorial civilian whisper.

‘So, if the
aliens we were surrounded by on the planet were rabble civilians,
these would be the alien equivalent of what? Track stewards?
The alien authorities? The ruddy SAS?’

‘When could
they possibly have come aboard though Sir?’

Faraday’s brow
furrowed. ‘Chadwick - what’s the diameter of the water intake pipes
for the hydroponics and reaction tanks?’

‘Hell’s bells
and buckets of blood Captain - we used the largest bore we had. It
would be a tight squeeze, I suppose, but if these are the
alien equivalent of the SAS and they can swim...’

‘Captain - if
we can brush them out of the way like smoke then surely they can’t
be any threat, disciplined or not?’ said a young rating, mostly to
reassure himself.

The captain
muttered. ‘The immediate questions are, gentlemen, how do we
communicate with them and what are their intentions? Do we come in
peace or shoot to kill?’

One of the
foremost aliens reached out a long, thin finger and touched the tip
to a plant. The plant glowed and seemed in an instant to thrive, to
become more alive.

‘Life force?’
said the captain, brushing aside a proffered dog-eared pocket
edition of Bradshaw’s A Rector Ut Omnium Translatione.

The alien in
the next row along reached out a similarly thin, ethereal fingertip
and briefly touched the plant nearest him. That plant
suddenly became desiccated, browned and lifeless.

‘Death? Life
and death. You have the power of life and death. Is that what
you’re saying?’

A third alien
still pointed to the Royal Space Service logo painted high on the
wall - a beautiful blue and white marble wrapped in the silk of a
St George’s Cross. Then he tapped his own chest and pointed again
at the blue marble.

‘England’
translated Faraday, suddenly sounding weary. ‘We have the power of
life and death over you, take us to England they say.’

Mr Babbage, a
cat of pragmatic character and six and a half remaining lives,
trotted out and very sensibly rubbed up against a senior alien
ankle.

Captain
Faraday thought for a moment, chewed with unusual vigour on the
stem of his pipe and then allowed the hatch to slide closed.

‘Mr Chadwick,
Mr Hawking - to the Self-Destruct cabinet if you please. Ensure
that the mechanism’s mainspring is fully wound and set it for a
twelve hour countdown without chimes. Mr Newton, Science
Deck has just eleven hours and fifty-nine minutes in which to save
me from having to blow this vessel, this crew and our guests to
smithereens. One way or another, gentlemen, I do not intend
tomorrow’s log entry to detail how HMSS Beagle carried an alien
invasion force back to England.’

 


#####


 One Saturday, Almost Two
Thousand Years A.D.

 


‘...and
intoxicated by Ariadne’s child-bearing hips and very nearly
hairless lady-bosoms, the muscular hunter-gatherer Rodney
grasped her firmly by her long auburn hair and dragged her
through the craggy, primeval landscape back to his man-cave, there
to be his second-best breeding-woman. As Ariadne slid contentedly
along the ground behind Rodney she watched the sun setting over the
smoking volcano and knew that, barring being eaten alive by wild
animals, they would be very happy together forever, and she
would raise many fine, healthy little hominids. The
end.’

Wiping tears
of pure romance from her eyes Miss Rutherford closed the
high-quality paperback book that she had been reading (a
‘Recommendation Of The Month’ from the Reader’s Digest). She looked
across the room at Mr Stringer and sighed contentedly, imagining
him in a mammoth-fur leotard and wielding a wooden club. Then she
dismissed the scenario as really somewhat unlikely. Mr Stringer was
certainly a man of many parts, but most of them were broken or
missing and such components of his anatomy as had once been
labelled as of a romantic nature were now quite beyond economic
repair.

Miss
Rutherford’s little cottage was in the sleepy village of Toastville
in the rolling county of Teashire, in England, the World. Her
carefully-tended garden was closing itself up at the end of a
lovely, sunny evening. Delicate, feminine, roses made from sugar
and spice and all things nice were beginning to hug their petals
around themselves like pastel cashmere wraps. Gentlemanly hedgehogs
were snuffling in the shadows, plotting out the course of their
travels in search of juicy slugs and snails and puppy-dog tails.
Dusk was growing in confidence and the sky, although still a
beautiful blue, had taken on that certain metallic transparency
that comes with nightfall.

Without
warning or preamble what looked very much like a shooting star
flashed across the sky and seemed almost to bury itself somewhere
just outside the village. Miss Rutherford, throwing caution and a
lifetime of experience to the wind, quickly made a heartfelt wish
upon it. She gave a coy glance in Mr Stringer’s direction to see if
her wish had been granted but no; he was still sipping his
cocoa and utterly oblivious to her affections. She concluded that
shooting stars were probably not what they had once been. This was
probably for the best, since one should always be careful what one
wishes for in view of the significant danger that one might
actually get it.

Eighty years
of frustration welled up inside her, and Miss Rutherford stabbed a
crumpet on a toasting fork and thrust it towards the flames of the
fireplace. Since butter wouldn’t melt in Mr Stringer’s mouth it
would have to be melted elsewhere. She flicked through her mental
catalogue of polite casual conversation gambits and chose one.

‘Fat,
Mr Stringer, is something that men do to women.’

Hearing its
name, Mr Stringer’s mind returned in a fluster from Lords MCC,
where he had been scoring a valiant century and thereby retaining
The Ashes for England.

‘I’m sorry -
was I snoring again?’

‘Very nearly,
Mr Stringer. Crumpet?’ Miss Rutherford replied, brandishing a hot
item of regional English baking under his nose.

‘Oh yes - yes
it is. May I have one too?’

Miss
Rutherford, fond of Mr Stringer though she was, withered.

‘You just
missed a spectacular shooting star Mr Stringer. It seemed almost to
land nearby.’

‘Oh - I’ve
never been fond of shooting stars since reading The Day of The
Triffids - I always expect to awake to find that I have gone blind
and that the giant flesh-eating leeks are on the warpath.’

Mr Stringer
was not one of life’s incurable romantics. After his mug of cocoa
and a second crumpet he bade farewell and went home, leaving Miss
Rutherford to choose another pulp romance. Shimmying up and down
her bookshelves Miss Rutherford found herself rather ironically
humming the Rolling Stones (she couldn’t not get no satisfaction
neither). She took her fresh book to her bed.

The following
morning while rinsing a pair of Craster kippers for breakfast, Miss
Rutherford listened with one ear to the news on the wireless.

The Communist
Chinesers, the Union of Soviet Socialistics, and the United State
of Americans continued to rattle sabres at each other. The United
Kingdomites, to wit, England, yapped around their ankles like a
randy Chihuahua and then bombed Cairo, as one always should during
a crisis. Egypt was in some sort of a huff over the Suez Canal and
the Aswan Dam and Foreign Aid or Lucozade or something.

The promised
“Four Minute Warning” of any attempted nuclear annihilation was to
be reduced to three minutes and ten seconds, and the Civil Defence
Corps was to distribute leaflets detailing a fresh design for an
under-the-stairs bomb shelter, plus six free toe-tags per
household.

The weather
was to continue to become cooler, the wireless said. Rain, sleet,
snow, hail, wind, calm, frost and glorious, baking-hot sunshine
were all expected, much as usual for England, and they were
expected to be sometimes in curious conjunction or sometimes in
injudicious juxtaposition. The long-term forecast was that
the afternoon would be much the same as the morning.

In regional
news there were roadworks on the promenade at Froomington-on-Sea,
the Brighouse and Drastic Brass Band had been confirmed for the
Christmas panto season in Weston Upperville, and a secret
government satellite carrying stockpiled dinosaur DNA had crashed
back down to earth. There then followed the usual information about
dustbin collections, and two county-set obituaries, neither of whom
had been in Miss Rutherford’s social circle.

Miss
Rutherford dried her kippers on a Tower Bridge commemorative tea
towel and slipped them into a pan to poach along with half a pint
of Gold-Top milk, a chopped onion, a bay leaf and some thyme.

The morning
post arrived, and it rather intriguingly contained a
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