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I HAVE BEEN SCRIBBLING science fiction ever since I was about 13 years old. My love affair with sci-fi began when Star Trek was first broadcast on British TV in 1969 (when I was eight years old). From the very first episode, I was captivated by the idea of a group of people heading out into interstellar space in an amazing hi-tech ship, visiting new worlds and meeting all kinds of weird and wonderful aliens. Throughout my life I have been fascinated by the themes and preoccupations of science fiction. Hence this book.

I love sci-fi for two main reasons. First, it’s escapism. In some people’s opinion, escapism is a bad thing. They think people use it to irresponsibly flee from reality.

I beg to differ. I think everyone needs escapism, because, let’s face it, for most of us, everyday life can be stressful, or boring – or possibly both. Escapism enables you to forget about your troubles and pressures for a little while, and then return to your reality with a refreshed mind.

It’s my observation that everyone does indeed have some form of escapism in their lives, whether it be sci-fi, or sport, or some kind of hobby, or watching soap operas. And it’s also my observation that people tend to be dismissive about other people’s escapism: “Their escapism is silly and childish, whereas mine is completely adult and sensible.”

If your escapism works for you, and it doesn’t harm you or anyone else, then that’s good. Stick with it! But don’t knock other people’s escapism.

The second big reason why I love science fiction is that it provides a unique opportunity for exploring some of the really big What if ...? questions. “What if it’s possible to travel to other star systems?” “What if there really are aliens?” “What if we could travel in time?” “What if computers/robots one day achieve true intelligence?” “What if our civilization somehow collapses – what kind of world would we then be living in?” And so on and so forth.

These are questions that still fascinate me, after a lifetime spent reading about them and watching films and TV series about them. I hope to explore most of them a little bit in the chapters that follow.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Is anyone out there?

[image: ]


[image: ]

AS THE LATE, GREAT Douglas Adams would have said, the universe is big. Absurdly, unimaginably BIG.

Our Milky Way galaxy consists of at least 100 billion stars (possibly as many as 400 billion), and the observable universe is thought to contain about 2 trillion galaxies. So there are at least 100 billion × 2 trillion stars in the entire cosmos. That’s an awful lot of stars, I think you’ll agree.

And in the last 20 years or so, astronomers have discovered that most (possibly all) of the stars within our segment of the Milky Way are orbited by planets. So if we assume that the same principle applies throughout the universe (and why should it not?), then we can conclude that the number of planets in the cosmos is at least 100 billion × 2 trillion × an average number of planets per star, perhaps between 5 and 20 – who knows?

So, that’s an awful lot of planets. The question at this point is, do any of those planets possess life, or is the Earth unique in the entire universe?

People (usually people who don’t see the point of science fiction) sometimes discuss this question as if the idea of life occurring elsewhere is somehow laughably fanciful and far-fetched. Actually, I think the boot is on the other foot. Bearing in mind the absurdly huge number of planets in the cosmos (see above), I think the idea that all of them except Earth are lifeless is, in fact, completely unbelievable. I think it’s a near certainty that there is life elsewhere. Indeed, I believe life is plentiful throughout the universe.

Then the question is: Is there intelligent life elsewhere in the cosmos? Again, I find the notion that we humans are the only advanced life-form in the universe completely unbelievable. I suspect there are many intelligent species in the cosmos. There might even be many within our own little galaxy.

So in my view, there are almost certainly a lot of aliens out there. But then the question is, could they ever visit us on Earth? The gulfs between the stars are enormous. Even at the speed of light (that’s 186,282 miles per second), it would take a spaceship 4.3 Earth-years to reach the stars nearest to our Sun (the three stars of the Alpha Centauri system). It would take that ship 170,000 years to traverse the diameter of the Milky Way.

And travelling between galaxies at the speed of light? That would make mere interstellar travel look like a quick walk to the corner shop.

So, basically, any intelligent species wishing to visit Earth would need to develop faster-than-light spaceship technology. Is such a thing even possible? We’ll ponder that fascinating question in the next chapter.

And, of course, assuming that intelligent aliens were capable of reaching Earth, there is yet another question to ask: Would those aliens be friendly or predatory?

Science-fiction writers have explored both those options in many entertaining ways. We might wish to believe that visitors to our world would come here to help us, or just for the pure pleasure of getting to know us! But it makes for a much more exciting story if we assume they have come to our world to conquer it, or to exploit its natural resources ... or perhaps just to eat us.

Both of these options feature in my sci-fi own stories. The backdrop to my FirstLord Chronicles series is a long-term pan-galactic war being fought between two alien races – one of them benevolent (the Protectors) and the other one genocidal (the Destroyers). In my alternative-Earth novel Ra’eth the aliens are eventually revealed to be friendly, whereas in my story Zyxvyk they are callous exploiters.

Looking at the history of our own world gives us cause to be anxious about the possibility of alien contact. In Earth’s colonial/imperial history, visitors to technologically simpler societies were often aggressive conquerors. And even when they tried to be friendly, they sometimes unintentionally devastated those societies with their diseases.

So I believe the aliens are out there. But I’m not at all sure we should want to meet them. It might prove to be a mixed blessing.
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AS WE SAW IN THE PREVIOUS chapter, space is BIG (thank you again, Douglas). The voids between the stars are so big, in fact, that even if we were able to build spaceships that could travel at the speed of light, they would still be far too slow to make interstellar voyages a realistic proposition. I mean, who would want to spend 8.6 years travelling to Alpha Centauri and back?

Science-fiction writers have imagined a way round that problem: hypersleep, or call it what you will. That is, putting the human body into a state of suspended animation, so that the person would not be aware of the passage of time and their body would not age (or not much, anyway).

That’s a very neat idea and has been a feature of countless sci-fi stories, but frankly, I’m sceptical about it. I find it hard to imagine that the human body/mind could endure such a process without major damage. (Or am I showing a lack of imagination here?)

Sci-fi writers’ other main solution to the problem of interstellar travel is to theorize that it’s possible to somehow fold space, so that a ship can pass more or less instantly from one point in the universe to another. Writers have imagined there is a special dimension of space-time called hyperspace (or somesuch term) which is, in effect, a realm of interstellar short-cuts.

As a writer, I find this idea much more appealing than hypersleep. I have explored it in my FirstLord Chronicles series, and also in my short novel Wohk. Hyperspace opens up the possibility of space travel happening in sensible periods of time, so that a ship could flit around a galaxy, or a large portion of it, within a few weeks or months.

But then, what about travel between galaxies? Here we’re talking about vastly bigger distances. Our Milky Way galaxy is a member of a cluster of about 30 galaxies known as the Local Group. While the Milky Way is about 170,000 lightyears in diameter, the Local Group is around 6 million lightyears wide. The largest structure within the Local Group, the Andromeda Galaxy, is about 2.5 million lightyears distant from Earth. Even if a spaceship could “fold” space, it’s likely that a voyage to Andromeda would take centuries.

For reasons such as this, some sci-fi writers (such as myself) have experimented with the idea of travel through space by means of mind-power. I had a lot of fun developing this idea in the four Sequels in my FirstLord Chronicles series, where mind-power enables a subspecies of mutants to explore ever vaster regions of the cosmos.

Getting back to reality, as opposed to sci-fi: it is, of course, possible that none of these means of interstellar travel are feasible, and that no form of life, no matter how advanced, is capable of long-distance space exploration. That would certainly be disappointing and dull! I hope it’s not the case.

I find it hard to believe that such
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