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The Darkest Skies in England
By David Longhorn

	 

	“Really?” asked Barbara. “How do they know? Do they have a dark-o-meter?”

	“It’s just a fact,” replied Tom. “The skies over Northumberland are devoid of light pollution. Up here, there are so few people that you can see all the stars.”

	“If it isn’t cloudy,” Barbara said. “And raining.”

	Tom tutted at that, but then fell silent, eyes intent on the winding country road. To their left, the foothills of the Pennine mountains—the backbone of England—were silhouetted by the setting sun. To their right was the coast, a distant line revealing the horizon as night fell over the sea.

	“So, we’re passing through the tail of the comet tonight?” asked Barbara eventually.

	Tom tutted again and began a long, involved explanation of what was supposed to happen. Apparently, comets typically had two tails, one consisting of dust, the other of gas. The earth had already passed through the dust tail, Tom declared, but that tail was dim and couldn’t be seen without what he called a “decent telescope”, even in the darkest sky. Tonight, though, the gaseous tail consisting of ionized hydrogen gas would be at its most spectacular. And the earth would pass through it around 1:30 AM.

	“Okay,” she said, trying to sound more clued up than she was.

	Barbara struggled with the details of astronomy, despite watching numerous online videos and reading some popular science books. If she had not been in a relationship with a keen stargazer, she would be tucked up in bed by now. But Tom, who taught science at the high school where Barbara taught English, was keen to watch and photograph the comet at its best. The term disturbed her, as she knew enough history and folklore to be aware that comets were always harbingers of misfortune.

	“Hairy stars,” she murmured, her voice barely audible to herself over the noise of the old Ford’s engine. “Long-haired stars. Disaster—literally an evil star.”

	“What?” snapped Tom, irritably. “Are you on about all the doomsday prediction crap in the media? Some moron on YouTube talks about the end of the world and all the other morons click the Like button. We’re a nation of scientific illiterates.”

	“There’s usually a reason why people believe…” she began, but he cut her off.

	“Something odd happens in the sky, then a bad thing happens on earth. It’s always coincidence, Barb, you know that! People linked the sinking of the Titanic to the comet the year before. But the captain wasn’t distracted by something in the sky, he just didn’t pay attention to what was right in front of him in the sea.”

	Then Tom went into one of his rants about the irrationality of modern culture, especially among the youngsters he tried to educate. To distract him, she decided to put on some music, and found the classic rock channel they called ‘Old Hippie FM’. They wended their way into the hills to the sound of Fleetwood Mac. The song was ‘Albatross’, always redolent of tropical beaches and the bluest seas. She relaxed a little. It only occurred to Barbara after the tune was over that the albatross, too, had proved unfortunate for voyagers in a certain poem.

	They found a picnic area beside the huge Kielder reservoir and parked up. There were a dozen or so other vehicles, and one guy was assembling an impressive-looking telescope. The light was failing fast now, and a few scudding gray clouds were viewed with anxiety. Tom was confident, however, that the weather forecast would prove correct. This night would offer excellent observing weather. Barbara had half-hoped they’d have to turn around and go straight home.

	While Tom fussed over his binoculars and his fancy new camera, Barbara fiddled with the radio and stumbled over a news bulletin. Apparently, there had been some kind of riot in Brazil, with several people killed. A whole district of a city was under curfew with the police battling to regain control of the streets. She had missed the start of the bulletin; the city remained nameless. No explanation was given as to why the violence had started.

	“It’s like that horrible massacre in Nigeria,” she said to Tom. “They couldn’t explain that, either. Or what happened in Arkansas. And that island in Malaysia, or somewhere like that. All happening since the comet appeared. Like an outburst of madness. Lunacy, only not caused by the moon.”

	Tom paused in tinkering with the camera and gave her his patient look.

	“It’s just coincidence, darling,” he said. “People get over-excited when something big and spectacular appears in the sky. In 1910, when astronomers detected hydrogen cyanide in the tail of Halley’s Comet, people went bonkers and started trying to seal up their doors and windows. Some actually suffocated themselves. Others bought pills that were supposed to protect them and died because the pills were made of any old crap. And yet the amount of poison in the comet’s tail was so small it couldn’t have hurt a fly.”

	“I know, I know,” she said. “I don’t need a lecture. But what if—what if there was something in the old superstitions? Maybe comets can cause some kind of change here on earth. Bad change, scary change.”

	Tom rolled his eyes and went back to his tinkering.

	“You sound as crazy as poor old Fred Doyle,” he said. Then he added, in a voice that recalled the Muppet show, “Bugs in spaaaaace!”

	Before Barbara could ask him what he meant, he got out of the car and started filming, seemingly at random. She wondered if he would exhaust the camera’s battery before the celestial wanderer was even visible. But then she looked up and realized that it already was.

	The twilight was still swamping all but a few bright stars, one of which was probably Venus. Despite Tom’s earnest attempts to educate her, she found the morning and evening stars equally confusing. But no expertise was needed to detect the main attraction. Utterly unlike any of the stars, Comet Niven-Lem was now sprawled across the eastern sky in a great arc, the fuzzy head spraying a fan of luminous gas behind it.

	It had been likened by the media to a beautiful cosmic fireworks display, but as she peered up at it from the dark interior of the car, Barbara was reminded of something altogether older and less comforting. The comet’s tail resembled a flaming sword, like the one the angel wielded when Man was barred from Eden.

	“Sandwiches?” asked Tom.

	“Hmm?”

	Tom sighed. He leaned in through the open car door and gestured at the back seat.

	“What sandwiches did you make? Not egg, I hope. I thought I got a whiff of egg a minute ago. You know I don’t like egg.”

	She shook her head.

	“No, I wouldn’t risk that, not after the Great Egg Crisis of 2016,” she said. “I have learned my lesson!”

	But Tom was clearly not in the mood for their usual, gently mocking banter. He just grunted and went back to setting up his camera on a troublesome tripod, cursing under his breath. Barbara got out and stretched, inhaled fresh air breezing in gently over the reservoir. Then she wrinkled her nose. Was that a whiff of egg? Well, a dozen or so other people were around. They were allowed to bring late-night ‘comet picnics’ too.

	Barbara got the picnic hamper from the back seat, put it on the hood of the car, and began to set out flasks, cups, and small paper plates. All the while she shot a series of slightly taunting questions at Tom, realizing she would irritate him but somehow unable to stop herself.

	“You realize you can get better pictures online tomorrow morning? All your students will have seen anything you can show them, you do know that, right? Remember when you tried to snap that Goodyear blimp and left the lens cap on?”

	Tom stopped fiddling with the digital camera and stood looking at her. She felt slightly ashamed of her mockery and poured him a cup of tea and offered him a ham and cheese sandwich.

	“Sorry,” she said. “I should have stayed home, I know. But I did want to see it, really, I did. It’s just—” She gestured up at the flaming sword of glowing gas that now arched over half the sky.

	“—kind of scary now.”

	Tom snorted, ate his sandwich, then started taking pictures. All around, people were exclaiming about the spectacle, the majesty of nature, the way the cold beauty of the comet made you feel small.

	“It certainly puts our little world into perspective,” said someone.

	Again, an unpleasant thought occurred to Barbara as she craned her neck to look upward. Somebody, a poet or a philosopher maybe, had said that when you gaze into an abyss, the abyss gazes into you. She felt that in this case, the comet was looking back at her, at all the tiny, swarming creatures on the globe it was sailing past. And she felt, irrationally, but quite intensely, that it did not look upon them with benevolence.

	“What did Fred Doyle think about comets?” she asked, suddenly remembering Tom’s earlier remark.

	“Oh, a load of old nonsense,” Tom said, not looking up. “He thought comets were full of organic chemicals and that they made the perfect incubator for simple life forms. By which he meant water, other chemicals, amino acids, that sort of thing. Throw in solar heat and radiation, and you’ve got all sorts of mutations. So Doyle claimed. He got even weirder later in life, claimed comets might harbor more advanced life.”

	Barbara thought about the Doyle theory as Tom photographed the comet. Now nightfall was almost complete, and Niven-Lem blazed across the sky. It seemed close enough to touch, and she caught herself reaching up. As a baby, she had tried to touch the moon one night, or so her mother had told her.

	“Advanced life?” she asked.

	Again, that whiff of eggs, boiled egg sandwiches, or something very like it. It made her feel vaguely nauseous and she was glad she had eaten nothing for hours. She asked Tom if he felt okay, and he said he did. He worked his way through most of the sandwiches and gulped tea between adjusting his camera.

	“Here,” he said, offering her the binoculars, “take a look, it’s amazing! You can make out some detail around the nucleus.”

	Nucleus, she thought. A living cell has a nucleus, but that’s just a coincidence, a matter of scientific terminology.

	She took the binoculars and looked up, fumbling with the focus. She saw the nucleus, which Tom had told her was a vast, irregular lump of frozen gas and dust. Mostly compounds of carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen… The ingredients of life. She could make out jets of gas erupting from the blurry central mass. The dust, as Tom had said, was invisible. But it was raining down all around them, presumably.

	“Could there be something in Doyle’s theory?” she asked, studying the nucleus. “Maybe there’s life up there.”

	“Primitive life,” he said. “Okay, yeah, maybe. The latest theories say that icy moons around Jupiter or Saturn might support bacteria, other single-celled organisms. A comet’s not so different as environments go. But there’s not a shred of evidence for life up there. So far as we know, it’s all down here.”

	Barbara was hardly listening. She stared, fascinated, at the flaming braids of gas that filled her field of vision. And she recalled something he had told her about infectious diseases, that many scientists had resisted believing in bacteria and viruses when they were first discovered. What if men of learning were resisting belief in Doyle’s theory because, like invisible life-forms killing millions, it was too radical?

	“Wow, that is just incredible,” Tom murmured.

	Barbara put the binoculars down on the hood of the car and walked across the picnic site, toward the reservoir. The comet’s blazing tail was reflected in the dark, restless waters. She leaned on a wooden fence and looked out over the dark waters. The comet had filled the sky with its luminescence, and the lake in front of her reflected what some had called a glorious spectacle.

	A small dog started yapping somewhere. She wondered if the animal was spooked by the great glowing thing in the sky. She wouldn’t blame it one bit if it were. She felt strange, the odd, eggy smell returning. It was probably just somebody else’s malodorous picnic, she told herself. She turned, leaned on the fence, and looked up. The comet seemed closer, now, looming as it were low in the sky, just above the mountains. She knew it was thousands of miles away, but her emotions told her otherwise.

	Thirty-one thousand years.

	The number came into her head. She had read it somewhere. Niven-Lem was called a ‘long period’ comet, which meant it only returned to the inner solar system—the bright, warm realm of the sun—at immensely long intervals. Some TV science pundit had explained that, if the comet were sentient, it would be astonished to find the earth had changed so much in what was, by galactic standards, a mere blink of an eye.

	“If it is alive,” she thought, “what must it think of us?”

	As if the idea had opened a door in her mind, Barbara suddenly saw the earth from the perspective of the comet. Niven-Lem began its voyage sunward far beyond frozen Neptune, the ice giant, in a great void where our sun was merely an unusually bright star. As it swung in towards the sun the living comet rejoiced in the rising warmth, the beauty of the solar radiance, and the fascinating interplay of moons and planets that it passed by.

	But then came the earth. This was what the comet had anticipated most, the wondrous orb teeming with life that it had done so much to shape. It closed in, expecting to see proof that life had proliferated, become even more abundant and diverse since the last encounter. But then, as it got a closer look at the earth, it realized that something was very wrong.

	At first, there was bafflement. The world Niven-Lem remembered as a blue-green sphere of rich, complex, beautiful life was changed. Much of it seemed to be dead or dying, great quantities of debris flowed into the seas and gathered in great floating islands. The air was filthy. Even the seas and skies of poles were not spared the pollution. And on the night side of the planet, lights in patches and streaks where no lights should be. She felt the living comet’s puzzlement as if it was her own emotion. Felt it turn to anger, and a cold, inhuman resolve.

	Something had gone wrong with a work of art that had taken the vast cosmic being millions of years to create. It had to rescue the beautiful, the complex, the joyful panoply of life. And it had only one tool at its disposal, one method to transform the blue world for the better. Clever, violent monkeys had marred the face of the planet. The seeds of their own destruction lay within their flawed, destructive natures. The very failing that had made them wreck their world could be manipulated and…

	“Shut up you little bastard!”

	Barbara was jolted back to the chilly shore of the reservoir by the vicious words. The small dog was yapping again, but it did not yap for long. There was a sickening thud and a yelp, followed by a woman’s scream.

	“Barry, what have you done?”

	This prompted a roar, undeniably masculine, probably Barry. It was a bestial noise, full of rage and madness. There were more screams, and Barbara peered into the blackness to try and see what was happening. All she could make out were vague, grayish blurs moving in pitch darkness. Then a flashlight beam flickered on. Its blue-white light was dazzling, and she could make out little but an object on the ground that seemed to consist mostly of red with a patch or two of white fur. Then the torch was flung through the air, hit the tarmac of the parking lot, and went out.

	“Oh God,” she gasped, and started to make her way back toward their car, but then found she was unsure of the direction. Now the shouting was more general, bellows of rage competing with screams of terror and pain. It sounded as if half the sightseers were trying to murder the other half. Glass shattered somewhere, then a car started and headlights stabbed right into Barbara’s face. She lifted her hands to shield her eye and the vehicle raced straight at her, swerving at the last second to crash through the fence and into the reservoir. As it passed, she saw through the open passenger door two people fighting over the wheel.

	“Barbara? Barbara!”

	Tom’s voice came from somewhere ahead of her. She shouted his name, stumbled toward where she hoped he was. Someone ran into her and knocked off her feet. She grazed her hands, hurt her wrists, then tried to get off her knees, only to be knocked down again. Hands grasped for her throat, then clawed at her eyes. Bad breath washed over her face. She guessed her attacker was male and directed a punch at his groin, and was proved right on both points. She got up and ran straight away from the water.

	“Tom!”

	The lights of another car flicked on, their beams directed away from her, Tom waving to her. She climbed in, slammed the door behind her. Tom drove off, knocking over his telescope, swerving to avoid a body on the ground, then ran straight into a woman whose heavy body struck the front of the saloon like a bomb. The body lay on the hood for a few moments, the woman’s mouth lolling open and gushing blood, until Tom jerked the wheel over and she slid off.

	“Oh, Jesus Christ!” Barbara yelled. “Did you kill her?”

	Tom didn’t reply, but seemed to be muttering something. She made out ‘RNA’, ‘fear virus’, ‘inhibitions removed’.

	“It’s the comet!” she cried. “It’s—it’s raining lunacy down onto us!”

	“We don’t know that,” Tom said, peering into the blackness as he negotiated sharp turns. The woman’s impact had starred the windshield right in front of him. “It might be something else—chemical warfare, maybe.”

	Barbara shook her head.

	“I saw it—I had a kind of vision, I saw how much it hates us, despises us. It’s spewing that hatred down on us, stripping away all our reason and self-control. It wants us gone so it can have the earth it likes again.”

	Tom blared the horn at three young men who flung stones at the car. This time he swerved toward them, hit one a glancing blow, then skidded back into the middle of the road.

	“Even if that’s true,” he said, when the stone-throwers were far behind, “we can survive this. It’ll burn itself out, like all plagues. Some people will be immune. Others will just get a mild infection, get over it. We can find somewhere out here, an empty holiday cottage maybe.”

	“Nigeria, and all the other outbreaks,” she said. “And that egg smell, when there were no eggs. Messing with our senses, our brain chemistry. That’s the harbinger, a warning, but we didn’t get it at the time.”

	“What?” he shouted, glancing over at her.

	Barbara did not answer. Whatever link she had had with the comet was gone now, perhaps a freak side effect of the infection. The dust, and what it contained, had fallen days ago, breathed in by people around the world. But it took longer to change some than others. She reached down into the footwell and found her purse.

	“Don’t be so bloody stupid!” Tom snapped, as she placed the purse on her lap and reached inside. “The emergency services will be overwhelmed. Even if your phone works you won’t get through.”

	She was not looking for her phone. Barbara found her manicure set and took out a sharp metal nail file and drove it into Tom’s left eye. His scream was, for a few brief moments, louder than Barbara’s. But as the car slewed across the road toward the edge of the reservoir, her scream was more prolonged, and vastly more joyful.

	 

	* * *


North Beach
By Ron Ripley

	 

	Mark Grant opened the glass-slider and staggered out onto the patio. He reached back, managed to grab hold of the handle and close the door behind him, shutting off the sounds of the party still going on within.

	Mark grinned, stumbled forward, and pitched off of the short seawall, landing loosely in the soft sand of North Beach. Beyond the sand was the hardpack left behind by low-tide, and the moon shined in the froth-laden tips of the crisscrossing waves. Dimly, Mark understood the ocean was dangerous. For some reason, a storm had churned the Atlantic into a madhouse of death, and the waves crashing onto the shore and throwing up tremendous walls of seafoam spoke ill for anyone in the water.

	Climbing slowly to his feet, Mark glanced around and hoped to find someone to chat with. While he looked, he fell again, laughing outright the second time. Think I had a little too much to drink, Mark thought.

	He patted his pockets, found a crumbled pack of Newports, and took them out. After several tries, he managed to extract both a cigarette and a lighter, and then to light the stick successfully. Exhaling through his mouth and his nostrils, Mark rubbed at his eyes with his free hand.

	Okay, he thought. I think this is a good time for a walk. Maybe sober up a little more before I have to go back and tell him what a wonderful brother he is.

	For a moment, he stood still, his body weaving side to side unconsciously. He knew if he took the beach to the left, he would eventually arrive in Wells. If he took it to the right, he’d end up in the marsh.

	Can’t get past the marsh, he thought. Makes damn sure I won’t walk too far. Yeah. Okay. Marsh it is.

	Mark staggered down the beach, haphazardly making his way down to the hardpack. Once there, his stumbling became less frequent, but the trail he left behind looked remarkably similar to a toddler’s line sketch.

	A cold, biting wind came in off the Atlantic and set a chill deep in Mark’s stomach. It battled against the whiskey, and in a moment, his stomach lost.

	Mark fell to his knees and sent a stream of vomit onto the sand. Steam rose up from the liquid, and in the back of his throat, he felt the need to throw up again.

	When he finally finished, Mark was on his knees, ashamed at the amount of alcohol he had wasted. I need more whiskey. That way, I’ll feel better. A little hair of the dog that bit me.

	Mark got to his feet and realized he was closer to the marsh than he had thought. It was only thirty or forty feet away. A wide array of small, white picket fences lay scattered around the marsh, some marking the exact location of a difficult to read sign. Mark got to within several feet of it, squinted, and realized he had no idea what was written on it.

	Shrugging, he was about to turn away when he felt the need to relieve himself. Mark rolled his eyes and pushed his way through the underbrush and into the scrub. He was about to answer the call of nature when he heard talking. The words were low and unintelligible, but still, he strained to hear them.

	After a moment, they were silent.

	Mark shrugged and went about his business. As he finished, he glanced over his shoulder and tried to see out into the moonlit night. Far ahead of him, came the sound of murmuring.

	Who the hell is out here? he wondered. He stood still, then grinned and thought, What the hell? Maybe it’s someone doing something they shouldn’t. Yeah, probably that.

	Mark chuckled and pushed his way through sharp dune grass and twisted pine. After a few minutes, he reached the tallest crest and looked down over the saltwater marsh. Full-sized trees dotted small islands that stood in the center of the waterway, and out near the largest of the islands was a boat.

	It was a battered lobsterman, several broken traps hanging off of one side while most of the buoys were missing. Mark suspected the glass in the windshields was broken, and he wondered what he had heard that could have been confused for voices.

	He heard them again, and he knew it wasn’t a mistake. Someone was on the boat.

	How? Mark thought, scratching at the back of his head. The vessel was barely afloat, with what looked like far too much of it beneath the water. More of the boat would be swamped when the tide made its inevitable return. How did they even get out to it?

	He stubbed out his cigarette in the dune sand. As he did so, he caught sight of a small sandbar that ran from his side of the marsh out to the island. The boat was hung up on it, and the spur of sand would serve perfectly as a bridge.

	I’ve never been on a lobsterman before, Mark thought. Then a slow, wide grin appeared on his face. Maybe I can get on if they leave before the tide comes in.

	The idea thrilled him, and he crept forward, picking his way through the dune grass to find the perfect spot to observe the boat. He found it behind a scrub pine, one that offered not only a hidden place to rest but a bit of protection from the wind that coursed in down through the marsh, bending the reeds back and snapping at the rotting flags hanging from the boat’s wheelhouse.

	The wind shifted slightly, and Mark’s nose wrinkled. He smelled sourness and bitter fruit, spoiled meat and diesel fumes. His stomach rebelled, and the only reason he didn’t vomit again was because everything had already been purged.

	Heavy clouds drifted in front
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