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​Walking Naked Through Your Old School

Ken MacLeod

There’s a widespread misconception that science fiction succeeds best when it predicts the future. Most if not all SF writers and readers would scoff at the notion. We don’t write and read the stuff to see what the future will be like. We read it for entertainment and enlightenment. Futures we know will never happen (because science has moved on, or the supposed date of the story – 1984, say – is already past) can still engage us. We’ll never meet the Martians of Wells, of Burroughs, of Bradbury, of Heinlein… but we greet them on the page nevertheless.

But strangely, it matters to us that the writers were sincere in their expectation, or (in some late cases, such as Roger Zelazny in his tales set on Mars and Venus) ironic about its falsity. It’s part of the genre’s bargain with the reader, first struck in the preface to Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, that this be so. Otherwise, we have fantasy, and a different bargain.

(Or we have Hollywood – but SF in other media – film, television, gaming – is a whole other bargain, and best judged in its own terms.)

The writers I’ve had the privilege and pleasure of selecting for the SF strand in this year’s Edinburgh International Book Festival are all very conscious of what they’re doing when they write science fiction, and when they write about it. Stephen Baxter has taken hard SF to the limit and beyond, and branched out into alternate and retro-SF history. (I look forward to meeting his Wellsian Martians, back for a second swing at us.) Nalo Hopkinson has combined Caribbean and cosmic perspectives, to striking and disquieting effect. Ada Palmer has recently burst on the scene with an intricate trilogy set in a grounded future history, a world as strange to us as ours would be to Leonardo. Jo Walton is a wise critic and voracious reader (and indeed re-reader) with SF’s past at her fingertips and its future in her grasp, her own novels diverse and assured. Adam Roberts likewise combines criticism and creation, with an alarmingly fast-growing body of work that never repeats itself. And our own Charles Stross, very much of Edinburgh and Scotland, has so many and varied series to his name that a cross-section covers most current kinds of SF.

Scotland has a flourishing SF and fantasy scene, whose writers can look to distinguished predecessors such as Robert Louis Stevenson, Naomi Mitchison, David Lindsay, Edwin Morgan and Alastair Gray, whose work may have been innocent of commercial genre but which planted the fantastic and scientific sensibility firmly in the national literature. Iain Banks, much missed and mourned, carried that flag forward and directly inspired many of us.

SF can’t, as I’ve said, predict the future, but it can shape it. In strange times like these, it provides us with our anxiety dreams, our nightmares, our fantasies. The purpose of these off-line activities of the sleeping brain is not premonitory, but admonitory – they tell us to get on with it, to meet the challenges of the day. SF at its best can do the same.

Ken MacLeod was born in Stornoway, Isle of Lewis, Scotland and lives in Inverclyde. He has Honours and Masters degrees in biological subjects and worked for ten years in the IT industry. Since 1997 he has been a full-time writer. He is the author of sixteen novels, from The Star Fraction (1995) to The Corporation Wars: Insurgence (Orbit, Nov 2016), and many articles and short stories. His novels and stories have received three BSFA awards and three Prometheus Awards, and several have been short-listed for the Clarke and Hugo Awards. He has just completed a space opera trilogy with The Corporation Wars: Emergence (forthcoming Sept 2017).
He is Guest Selector for the SF strand at the 2017 Edinburgh International Book Festival. 
Ken MacLeod’s blog is The Early Days of a Better Nation
http://kenmacleod.blogspot.com
His twitter feed is @amendlocke


From the Editor’s Log

Noel Chidwick

This year, Ken MacLeod was asked to invite acclaimed SF writers to talk at the Edinburgh International Book Festival, and we were asked to host an Event Horizon sci-fi cabaret night in the Unbound tent.

“Why not produce a special edition of Shoreline of Infinity for the Book Festival?” EIBF asked. Why not indeed. Our thanks go to the EIBF for their full support for this project. So, here are the results:

We have fantastic sci-fi stories, articles and poems from Pippa Goldschmidt, Adam Roberts, Ken MacLeod, Ada Palmer, Nalo Hopkinson, Charles Stross, Jo Walton and Jane Yolen (all of whom are appearing at the Book Festival). Our thanks go to Ken for twisting his guests’ arms for this issue (though this seems to have been more a nudge, so willingly did they provide their pieces, so big thanks to them as well).

This issue also shows off some of the fine Scottish science fiction talent we have been privileged to publish. Tips of the hat go to: Caroline Grebbell, Iain Maloney, Russell Jones, Dee Raspin, Gary Gibson, Thomas Clark, Katie Gray and Andrew J Wilson for their stories. We are also delighted to use this issue as an excuse to re-publish Ruth EJ Booth’s BSFA award winning story, The Honey Trap. Ruth writes a regular well-loved column on the boulder-strewn path to becoming a writer.

This special issue is also an opportunity for the editorial team to reflect. Iain Maloney, takes a look at Scottish dystopian fiction, Russell Jones talks about SF poetry and, as MC and organiser, tells us about Event Horizon. Monica Burns brings us up to date with SF Caledonia, our project on early Scottish science fiction, and Mark Toner explores the artwork of Shoreline of Infinity.

If this special edition has given you a taste of what we do, and you want more, all our back issues are available from

www.shorelineofinfinity.com

Now, we invite you to turn the page and step into exciting new tides on the Shoreline of Infinity…


​The Stilt-Men of the Lunar Swamps

Andrew J. Wilson

Art: Stephen Pickering
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The yarn I’m about to tell you had almost spun itself out by the time I picked up the thread. Still, I was very lucky to have heard it at all, and in the end, I too got to play a small part in the story of the stilt-men of the lunar swamps.

I was enjoying a nightcap in the faded splendour of New York City’s Weckquaesgeek Hotel when a garrulous drunk drew my attention. The red-faced man trying to cadge yet more liquor from the other patrons of the bar was, I realised, none other than Donald “Bud” Franklin. His slurred words grew louder as his temper flared, and it became clear that the Korean War veteran and former lunar astronaut was about to make a scene. Franklin climbed unsteadily onto a table, then bent over and dropped his trousers, shouting, “Here’s two moons for the price of one, ya goddam rubberneckers!”

He’d been caught in a downward spiral since leaving the Apollo programme, and had finally reduced himself to the level of a side-show freak. But this was only the beginning of Big Bad Bud’s performance, and his audience were in for much more than they’d bargained for that evening.

“Now,” he yelled between his legs, “since y’all are so interested in what it was like, I’ll give ya a practical demonstration of a Saturn V launch!” Then he waved a Zippo lighter around his buttocks and broke wind.

In the ensuing chaos, I spotted a small and elegant old woman who remained unperturbed. There was something familiar about her wrinkled face, as well as the way she calmly smoked pastel-coloured Balkan Sobranies in a stylish cigarette holder. When she realised that I’d been watching her, she beckoned me over to her table.

“Did you know that GI Bud Franklin is an anagram of ‘blinking fraud’?” Her pleasantly raspy voice and inimitable turn of phrase told me who she was.

“Madam, I’m honoured,” I said.

“But you had assumed I was dead, yes?”

She was, as ever, quite correct.

“Don’t concern yourself, young man. Even I have to scan the obituaries every morning to reassure myself that I’m still in the land of the living.”

Ursula Underhill was one of the greatest wits and finest literary stylists of her generation. I was so pleased to be in her presence that I’d almost completely forgotten about Franklin’s idiocy until the security guards blundered past us, the former astronaut and his abandoned trousers clamped firmly in their sweaty hands.

“It’s tragic, really,” Ursula sighed, “but then the poor soul never saw the real Moon. Perhaps things might have been different if he had.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Oh, I was there years before all that NASA hoo-hah.”

I stared at her in consternation, worried that she might be rambling with senility – and taken aback by her pronunciation of the acronym of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration as “Nassau”.

“Don’t look at me like that, young man… otherwise, I won’t give you the story of a lifetime!”

II. The Professor’s Exposition

You see, young man, even for a woman of my meagre talents, it was something of a disappointment to be relegated to the role of gossip columnist. I had arrived in England determined to make my mark as a social and political commentator. However, I rapidly found that all I could place were trivial sketches of the idle and the vain. These were times when men were men, and quite frankly, my dear, women were appalled.

You’re too young to have heard of Montgomery Montgolfier Monk, big game hunter, self-styled adventurer and would-be lady killer. His monogram was MMM, and he insisted that it should be pronounced “mmm”. The oaf thought it charming to whisper in the shell-like ears of debutantes that he was just a big sweetie, hard on the outside but soft within. Soft in the head was more like it, and I found his syrupy sayings more sickly than sweet. He was the kind of man who put the “ass” in passion.

Still, Monty Monk must have decided that I was a challenge to be scaled like one of his mountains, or bagged like some poor beast of the jungle. He fed me titbits for my columns, and introduced me to the eccentric orbit of a gang of socialites who were, Lord help me, even ghastlier and more ridiculous than him. I tolerated his persistence, and he eventually introduced me to his godfather, Professor Festus MacGuffin.

It must have been late in the autumn of nineteen thirty-two when Monty drove me down to the professor’s estate in Berkshire. He had spun me a line about a great news story, and obviously thought he was going to be able to hook me with this so-called scoop and then reel me in over the course of the weekend. I was very much on my guard for the whole journey, but as we drove through the heavily wooded grounds, I realised that Triple-M might have inadvertently made my career.

Standing on the lawns screened by the trees was what I can only describe as an enormous steel sieve. I could not imagine the purpose of such an eyesore, but Monty assured me that it would be the sensation of the age before making it obvious that he had no idea what it was either.

We were met at the door by a neat young Oriental, whom Monty introduced as Kong.

“The professor is expecting you,” the Chinaman told us with hardly a trace of any accent. “Dinner will be at eight, and your host will be pleased to demonstrate his latest invention immediately afterwards.”

MacGuffin was one of the last surviving gentleman scientists, that enthusiastic species of amateur investigator who had flourished in the Victorian age. Now in his seventies, he combined bookish erudition with the manners of a country squire. His patriarchal beard was so bushy it looked as if he had tried to swallow a baby badger, but failed miserably in the attempt.

“Y’see, m’dear,” he told me over the roast pheasant, “I’ve cracked the problem at last – I can now remotely observe the farthest parts of the world, all from the comfort of m’own study, don’t y’know! The Omniscope is a window on the world, and perhaps on other spheres as well…”

By the time the men were on to the port and cigars, I had listened to a barely coherent monologue about the technical details, which had gone over my head, out the door and all the way to Timbuktu. Monty had revelled in every word, but by the vacant look on his face, he had made even less sense of it than myself. The boob was simply taking childish delight in the sound of big words like ‘selenography’ and ‘phlogiston’. Even the professor seemed to lose his thread half the time, and was compelled to ask Kong for clarification as the taciturn Oriental waited on us.

The Chinaman’s moustache hung like quotation marks around the proverbially inscrutable slash of his mouth as he murmured definitions or ironed out details. Not only was Kong master chef, maître d’ and chief bottle-washer for MacGuffin, I began to suspect that he was also quite probably the man who had built the Omniscope too.

“Come on, godparent, let’s see the bally thing in action then!” Monty said at last, and we all trooped down the hall to the study.

A projection screen filled one whole wall. A veritable spaghetti Bolognese of wiring connected this apparatus to a brass control unit, which was, in turn, hooked up to the gigantic sieve on the other side of the partially open French windows.

“You do the honours, Kong,” the professor said, and the whole lash-up was switched on. A wavering image came slowly into focus, and we realised that we were looking at ourselves.

“Have I put on weight?” bleated Monty as he saw himself from behind, but everyone else ignored him as Kong tweaked the controls. The screen blurred again and we saw London Bridge.

“The Taj Mahal next, I think!” the professor commanded, and so it was. People and places were paraded before us, and I, for one, was completely captivated by this novel magic lantern show. Unfortunately, Monty had an attention span so short it couldn’t form a bridge across the space between his ears.

“Seen it before, been there, done that,” he rambled irritatingly after only a few minutes.

“Gadzooks, lad! Are y’tired of the grand tour already?” the professor retorted and turned to his assistant. “Go on, Kong, pull out all the stops!”

The picture was wiped blank in a trice and only a few spangles of light broke the velvety darkness. Then the Moon loomed into view like a great, mottled balloon. The perspective lurched sickeningly, and the grey face of the rocky ball swelled to fill the screen.

“It looks a little arid,” I remarked dryly as the seas, craters and ridges of our satellite became ever larger and more detailed.

“Wait, m’dear,” the professor cautioned. “Although this airless waste is the lunar surface, it’s only one part of it…”

A vast and seemingly bottomless crater came into view. Then our viewpoint plunged into the darkened well, and the sides of the shadowy pit slipped past at extreme speed. Eventually, stars pinpricked the darkness at what I imagined should have been the bottom of the enormous shaft, and I was amazed to find that the tunnel ran right through the core of our satellite.

“Now we’ll be the first people to see the dark side of the Moon,” the professor crowed with glee. “Then to the lunar pole, Kong!”

More drab and lifeless territory flashed past until we were confronted by a gigantic ice-ringed pit that punctured the roof of the Moon. For a moment, as if by pre-arrangement, the vertiginous motion ceased and Kong took his hands from the controls of the Omniscope. The professor lit his pipe as I struggled to catch up with my shorthand notes, then he addressed the room.

“Dear lady and gentlemen, not only have we proved the worth of the Omniscope, I’ve accomplished the main task for which it was designed!” Kong applauded politely as Monty and I glanced at each other in confusion. “Many astronomers have recently maintained that the Moon is a barren desert with no atmosphere worth speaking of – a celestial Slough, if you will. Their understandable error has been founded on astronomical observations of only one part of the lunar exterior. They would say one half of the surface, but I now argue that their telescopes can view even less. For, y’see, the Moon is a Klein bottle – a Möbius strip spun into three dimensions – a satellite with a single surface that can be exposed to vacuum on what previous observers have mistakenly described as its ‘outside’, but one that may sustain an entirely different environment within!”

My astonishment at what had gone before was made redundant by what happened next. Kong manipulated the levers, and our perspective plummeted into the vast hole yawning in the pockmarked surface. Far from the Stygian tunnel that we had observed previously, we were shown a realm of cloudy luminescence as our bird’s-eye view drifted into the hidden realm.

“Just as I thought, m’boy!” the professor chortled as he nudged the dazed-looking Monty into alertness again. “The Moon does have an atmosphere – on the inside! And there’s light too. Any thoughts, Kong?”

“I would hazard a guess that phosphorescence from minerals, or even rudimentary life forms, could be responsible for the illumination we can see, Professor,” his assistant replied.

“Rudimentary?” I asked incredulously as the cloud cover broke and an extraordinary landscape became visible. Life burgeoned within the Moon: corkscrew trees with indigo foliage erupted from a swamp that steamed like primordial soup; things with leathery wings swooped over the forest snapping at iridescent insects of every shape and size; and down in the mire, massive eels coiled through the waters – or perhaps these were just the tentacles of some even more mind-boggling beast.

Wonder followed wonder in this subterranean bayou. Then we came upon the things that walked like men, but even more like men on stilts. Their extraordinarily long legs allowed these prodigies of nature to stride unhindered across the turbid waters of their world, while great flapping ears like those of elephants seemed to act as balancing mechanisms. In other respects, the creatures seemed almost human. They even wore simple, roughly made clothes, including huge puffy hats, and carried tools which looked surprisingly sophisticated.

“That one, Kong,” the professor barked. “Let’s take a closer look at this fellow and see what he’s got in his three-fingered hands.”

Monty had wandered right up to screen, as if mesmerised by the images. “It looks like he’s got some kind of camera in his mitts. Golly, you can almost smell the swamp water… In fact, you can almost smell the blighter himself –”

Things became somewhat confused at this point.

As the Omniscope zeroed in on the stilt-man, the creature started in surprise, folded his face in a frown, and jerked the lens of his own contraption in what seemed to be our direction. There was a bang as several of the valves on the console exploded. Then, accompanied by an audible pop, the stilt-man reached through the screen and grabbed a flabbergasted Monty Monk by the ears. It was a moment’s work for the Man-in-the-Moon to haul the man about town through the window made by the Omniscope – and into the strange new world on the other side.

At this point, the power failed and the professor’s study was plunged into darkness. Three things were audible: Monty’s fading squeals of “Oh, I say!”; the professor’s inventive but unprintable profanity; and someone or something yelling, “Kumquats! Hose-pipe! Banana peel!”

III. A Surprising Development

As soon as the lights had flickered on again, Kong set about repairing what I now regarded as his machine. Once the spent valves were replaced, the view of the now-deserted lunar swamps came back into focus. The professor repeatedly poked a shooting stick through the Omniscope’s screen to confirm that the weird portal remained open, and we hatched a Curate’s egg of a plan.

MacGuffin gathered together the rest of his staff and assembled an arsenal of small arms and hunting rifles. The French windows were opened wide, and the servants hauled a small motor launch – commandeered from a nearby lake – along the drive, through the study and up to the screen, before plunging it into the waters of the lunar interior. Finally, Kong, the professor and I – all now changed into outdoor clothing – clambered through the omniscopic window and into the boat. The lower lunar gravity made the transition difficult, but reassuringly increased our strength in that curious place.

Looking back at our point of entry, I was disoriented by the sight of the portal hanging in mid-air. It was as if a magical knife had cut a rectangular hole in reality, peeling away a slice of the lunar landscape to reveal the professor’s crowded study. One could even have fancied that the scene was only a cleverly rendered trompe-l’œil, if not for the busy movements of the servants within. Queerer still was the effect created when Kong piloted our boat around the portal, for there was no back to the gateway! We found that our egress only existed in one dimension: there was no discernible edge to the thing, and our views of the steaming lunar interior were uninterrupted once we had positioned ourselves to the rear.

Such riddles could have occupied us for days, but that was time we could ill afford to spend in contemplation when we had a blue-blooded buffoon to rescue. Kong gunned the engine and the launch surged forward, taking us towards our unsolicited appointment with destiny.

It was only once we were moving that the professor remembered that I was a woman.

“Good God, we can’t take you with us, gel – this is no place for a lady. Kong, turn this boat around!”

I was about to argue when Kong replied for me.

“I believe that Miss Underhill was one of the leading markswomen in the ladies’ shooting club when she attended Harvard, sir.”

MacGuffin stared at me as I nodded frostily, adding, “One doesn’t like to boast.” The matter was settled when I pointedly plucked a large log from the water and crushed it with my bare hands. “What’s more, I no longer appear to be a member of the weaker sex in this sphere.”

Kong steered the boat in a broad circle through the mauve and heliotrope foliage. The purplish world around us exploded with life as we passed. Most of the bizarre creatures around us fled from the noise, fumes and surging wake of our boat, and the rest recoiled from sharp blows from the professor’s shooting stick.

The air was heavy with humidity and the overpoweringly spicy odours of the swamp. High above us, thick cumuli boiled around a nebulous source of light. Some of these clouds seemed to break apart into smaller clumps, and these floated downwards in a distinct direction. Although we saw no stilt-men, the drifting clouds pointed us towards what had to be their stronghold.

A great spiral tower rose out of the swamps, beckoning us like an index finger signalling to a lackadaisical waiter. We certainly intended to give the Moon-men something to chew on, but I, for one, was not out to serve up any dish as cold as revenge. Rather, I wanted to spare the stilt-men from sampling too much of their entrée – Monty Monk was hardly a good appetiser for our civilisation. To be frank, he was enough to give anybody indigestion.

“We’ll give ’em Hell for kidnapping m’godson, won’t we, m’dear?” MacGuffin growled. “Two crack shots should be enough to settle their hash. Course Kong here won’t touch firearms because of his religion, but he’s a master of Carrot or Judy, one of those Oriental martial arts.”

“With all due respect, I think we should be careful, Professor,” I replied. “After all, the stilt-man may have just been as curious as we were. We don’t know he meant any harm.”

“Well, he acted as if he was up to no good – I say we take no chances, no prisoners and no lip!”

“If I may, Professor,” Kong interjected, “let me agree with Miss Underhill’s suggestion that we employ a modicum of caution in our dealings with these creatures.”

“Why, man? Tell me why we should give these savages anything more than the hiding they deserve.”

Kong visibly held his tongue for a moment, then composed himself before continuing.

“Because, Professor, they can hardly be counted as savages…”

MacGuffin snorted like a surfacing walrus.

“Balderdash, man, how else would you describe the beggars?”

“I wouldn’t care to hazard a guess without further data, sir, but one thing is certainly clear – they’re advanced enough to have developed their own equivalent of the Omniscope.”

“Hogwash!”

“That can be the only explanation for our present predicament. You will remember that the creature who took Mister Monk was using a device when we first caught sight of him, a device he turned in our direction…”

I did indeed recall the camera-like apparatus that the stilt-man had been operating, as did the professor, if his wordless grumble was anything to go by.

“I surmise that it has to be a mechanism very like our own. That can be the only explanation for the tear in the fabric of space. We observed him as he turned his own Omniscope in our direction and the beams of the two devices interfered with each other, creating the disruption that has bridged the gap between our two worlds…”

“Oh,” said the professor succinctly before qualifying this pearl of wisdom with a superfluous, “Ah.”

The debate was obviously at an end.

Kong sent the launch hurtling into a broad channel lined with the corkscrew trees. It seemed to lead straight to the cyclopean tower.

“Let us all be on our guard,” he warned as we cocked our weapons.

Then some of the tree trunks moved in the water, and I realised that we were surrounded by hooting stilt-men who had hidden their upper bodies in the thick foliage.

“Hell’s teeth!” the professor bellowed, but their nets were upon us as he cried out. Our launch remained spinning in the water as we were hauled upwards in the sticky mesh. Even though we were hoisted by our own petard, we were well and truly sunk.

IV. Capitulation And Recapitulation

I have no memory of swooning, but I will never forget recovering consciousness at the top of that improbable tower. My self-disgust at passing out like the simpering heroine of dime-novel cliché was allayed by the realisation that both Kong and the professor were also recovering from fainting spells. I concluded fuzzily that we had all been drugged. Our guns were gone, but someone had had sufficient decency to leave me with my handbag. Then I managed to focus on my surroundings and was greeted by the nauseating sight of a nearly naked Monty Monk wearing what looked like a giant turban and holding hands with similarly attired stilt-men.

“Quisling quack-quack blancmange,” Monty announced.

“Toad snipe, toad snipe!” one of the Moon-men snapped, and Monty adjusted his strange headgear.

“Ah, hello? Oh yes, much better! Evening all!”

“What in the blue blazes is going on, dear boy?” the professor demanded. “What have these lanky fiends done to you?”

Monty laughed with a peculiarly girlish giggle. “I’m in the club! I’ve become a member of the lunar élite.” We looked at him as if he had lost the last of the few wits that God had given him. “The tall chaps are just servants around here, you see – it’s the floaty fellows on our heads who are la crème de la crème around here.” The strange hats did indeed look like swollen brains, and I realised with a shock that the clouds we had seen scudding towards the tower had actually been these curious lumps of grey matter.

“Long, long ago,” Monty went on, “before their ancestors came down from the stars and colonised the interior of the Moon, they were all the same. Then evolution took over. The menials who did the work stayed on the ground, growing ever longer legs to get around the swamps, while the nobility simply evolved into a more gaseous form of lighter-than-air being that could float free and enjoy the high life. Nowadays, the élite either sun themselves around the lodestone that holds the air in and lights up the place, or pop down, sit on people’s heads and tell their minions what do. It’s absolutely super! They want me to be part of it – and you too –”

“Now, Monty,” I said, “no one ever pretended that you were the sharpest blade in the shaving kit, but presumably, since you haven’t yet learned to fly, this would mean that they want you to be one of their slaves too.”

“Would it?” Monty asked before adjusting the brain-beast squatting on his head, as if he was tuning the cat’s whisker of a wireless set. “Oh, right, yes – it would.”

“Beatle wig, sandwich board, fondue,” one of the stilt-men ordered sternly while pointing at the three of us with a sucker-tipped finger. We were hauled to our feet and dragged towards a ledge like a gangplank at the edge of the tower. Three floating brains drifted towards us with menacing intent, their eyestalks and vestigial limbs wriggling greedily.

“Montgomery Montgolfier Monk, you are a disgrace to your country and the Crown!” Professor MacGuffin said with disgust. “You may be quite content to wander about naked as the day you were born wearing a power-crazed tea-cosy on your head, but I, sir, am certainly not of that kidney!” The professor struggled, but even under the lesser lunar gravity, he could not shake off his captors. “I am prepared to fight the mesmeric might of these malevolent mentalists with my own will, but spare the lesser fortitude of the woman and my servant –”

Kong turned his placid and inscrutable face to me, and whispered a few words of comfort: “Madam, as I believe Confucius himself once said, ‘Sod this for a game of soldiers!’”

He moved with startling grace, catching his captors off balance and flinging them bodily into the guards holding me. Then the Chinaman’s hands and feet moved with uncanny speed in the reduced gravity, chopping and kicking this way and that. The spindly guards were sent flying and we were free for a moment, but more of the puppet-like stilt-men were already charging up the stairs to seize us.

“Miss Underhill,” Kong cried, even as he was brought down and gagged, “your cigarette lighter –”

It seemed odd that any man should suggest that a woman should commit the social faux pas of smoking outside, even at a time like this. However, as one of the floating monsters reared above me, I guessed what he meant. If the things were lighter than air, then they had to contain pockets of gas like a Zeppelin – gas that was probably combustible.

In a trice, I pulled my lighter from my bag and struck the flint. The brain-beast veered, but I tickled its underside with the naked flame.

There was ghastly, flatulent bang and the ugly lump of grey matter shot off like a skyrocket before exploding messily in mid-air. Everyone else froze for a moment. I advanced on the other creatures, all perched like substandard millinery on the stilt-men’s heads, and the rout began.

The humid and watery environment of the lunar interior had meant that fire, the Achilles’ heel of the floating dictators, had never troubled them before. Once some of the stilt-men had been released from their mental bondage, their minds soon cleared, and they helped us to liberate more of their kind. All-out revolution was in progress around the tower before long. Freedom spread – and I choose my words with care – like wildfire. The brain-beasts knew they were toast and fled for the skies, floating dejectedly away from the lands they had ruled so poorly.

We returned to our launch escorted by a host of joyful stilt-men.

“Parsnip! Parsnip!” they cried gratefully as we cast off, but
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