ME-TOPIA, by Adam Roberts
"Hethinksthe moonisasmal hole at the top of the sky"—Elizabeth Bishop

* * * %

Thefirgt day and thefirst night.

They had come down in the high ground, an immense plateau many thousands of miles square. “The
highlands,” said Murphy. “I claim the highlands. I'll cal them Murphyland.” Over an hour or so he
changed hismind severd times: Murphtopia, Murphia. “No,” he said, glee bubbling out in alittle dance, a
shimmy of the feet, aflourish of the hands. “ Just Murphy, Murphy. Think of it! Where do you come
from? | come from Murphy. I'm a Murphyite. | was born in Murphy.” And the sky paled, and then
the sun appeared over the mountain tops and everything was covered with atide of light. The dew was
so thick it looked like the aftermath of aheavy rainstorm.

Sinclair, wading out from the shuttl€'s wreckage through waist-high grass, drew adark trail after him
marking his path, like the photographic negetive of acomet.

"I don't understand what you're so happy about,” said Edwards. It was asif he could not see the new
land, thisworld that had popped out of nowhere. Asif al he could see was the damage to the ship. But
that was how Edwards's mind worked. He had a practical mind.

"And are you sad for your ship,” sang Murphy, with deliberately overplayed airishry, “al buckled and
collapsed asitis?” Of course Murphy was a homo neanderthalis. Thered dedl. All four of these
crewmen were. Of course you know what that means.

"Y ou should be sad too, Murphy,” said Edwards, speaking in alevel voice. “I1t's your ship too. | don't
see how we are to get home without it."

"But thisismy home,” declared Murphy. And then sang his own name, or perhaps the name of his newly
made land, over and over: ‘Murphy! Murphy! Murphy!"

* * * %

The sun moved through the sky. The swift light went everywhere. It spilled over everything and washed
back. The expanse of grasdand shimmered in the breeze like cellophane.

* * * %

Edwards climbed to the top of the buckled craft. The plasmeta was oily with dew, and hisfeet dipped
severa times. At the top he stood as upright as he dared, and surveyed the word. Mountains away to the
wes, grass steppesin every direction, north south and east, flowing downhill eastward towards smudges
of massive forestation and the metdlic inlaid sparkle of rivers, lakes, seas. That was some view,
eastward.

The sun was risng from the west, which was an unusud feature. What strange world rotated like that?
There were no earth-sized planetsin the solar system that rotated like that.

Did that mean they were no longer in the solar syssem? That wasimpaossible. There was no means by
which they could have travelled so far. Physics repudiated the very notion.

* * * %

Theair tasted fresh in hismouth, in his throat. Grass-scent. Rainwater and ozone.

* * % %

And for long minutes there was no sound except the hushing of the grassesin the wind, and the distant



febrile twitter of birds high in the sky. The sky gleamed, asfull of the wonder of light asaglass brimful of
bright water. Vins called up, “ There are insects, I've got insects here, though they seem to betorpid.” He
paused, and repeated the word, torpid.” When the dew evaporates alittle they'll surely cometo life.”

Edwards grunted in reply, but his eye was on the sky. Spherical clouds, perfect aseggs, drifted in the
zenith. Six of them. Seven. Eight. Edwards counted, turning his head. Ten.

* k x %

Twdve

* * * %

And theair, moist with dew and fragrant with possibility, did past him. And light al about. Silence,
sained only by the swishing of the breeze.

Murphy was dancing below, kicking hisfeet through the wet grass. “Maybe Murphy isn't such agood
ides, by itself,” he cdled, to nobody in particular. “ Asaname, by itsalf. How about the Murphy
Territories? How about the Land of Murphy?’ And then, after haf aminute when neither Edwards nor
Vinsreplied, he added: “Don't be sore, Vins. Y ou can name some other place.”

Vins, went into the body of the shuttle to fetch out somekilling jars for the insects.

* k% k %

Sinclair was away for hours. The sun rose, and the dew steamed away in wreathy barricades of mist. The
grassdried out, and paled, and then bristled with dryness. It was ayelow, tawny sort of grass. By
mid-day the sky was hot as a hot-plate, and Murphy had stripped off his chemise.

Sinclair returned, swesting. “It goeson and on,” he says. “ Exactly the same. Steppe, and more steppe.”
The sun dropped over the eastern horizon. It quickly became cold.

The night sky was cloudless; starslike lit dewdrops on black. Breath petdled out of their mouthsin
trangent, ghostly puffs. Edwards dept in the shuttle. Sinclair and Vins chatted, their voices subdued
underneath the enormity of night sky. Murphy had anicotineinhaer, and lay on the cooling roof of the
crashed shuttle looking up at the stars puffing intermittently. Later they dl joined Edwardsin the shuttle
and dept. Over their thoughtless, dumbering heads the stars glinted and prickled in the black clarity.
Hours passed. The the sky cataracted to white with the coming dawn. lvory-coloured clouds bubbled
into the sky from behind the peaks of the highlands and swept down upon them. Before dawn rain
garted faling. Edwards woke at the drumroll sound of rain against the body of the crashed ship, sat up
disoriented for amoment, then lay down again and went back to deep.

"We're dead, we've died, we're dead,” said Murphy, perhaps speaking in his deep.

The second day and the second night.

At breskfadt, after dawn, it was il raining. The four of them ate inside the shuttle, with the door open.
“Ah,” said Edwards, looking through the hatch at the shimmering lines of water. “ The universa solvent.”

"But | should hate you,” said Murphy. “Because you can look at water and say ah the universal solvent

Edwards cocked his head on one side. “| don't see your point,” he said.
"No, no,” said Murphy. “That's not it. Oh, water, oh? This beautiful thing, this spiritud thing, purity and



the power to cleanse, to baptise even. Light on water, isthere amore beautiful thing? And all you can say
whenyou seeit is ah the universal solvent.”

Edwards put hismouthinagraight line. “But it is the universal solvent,” hesaid. “That'sone of its
functions. Why do you say oh water oh?'

Therain outsde was greeting their conversationd interchanges with sustained and rapturous applause.
The colour through the hatch was grey. The air looked like metal scored and overscored with myriad
dant lines. It was chill.

"Can welift off?” asked Sinclair. “Isthere away off-of this place?"

"Fed that,” Edwardsinstructed. He was not talking about any particular object, not instructing any of the
crew to lift any particular object. What he meant was. fed how heavy we are. “That'safull g. That'swhat
isto be overcome. We came down hard.”

"Hard,” confirmed Murphy.

"Weweren't expecting,” said Sinclair, “awhole world to pop out of the void. Nothing, nothing, nothing,
then a whole world. We snapped our spine on thisrock.”

"Let'sget onething straight,” said Edwards, in his brusque and matter-of-fact voice. “Thisworld did not
pop out of nowhere. Worlds don't pop out of nowhere.” Helooked &t his colleaguesin turn. “That's not
what happened.”

"Turnit up, captain,” said Murphy. He applied thetitle sarcagtically. It was the nature of this ship that its
crew worked without ranks such as captain, second-in-command, all that bag-and-baggage of hierarchy.
No military ship, this. Thiswas not amerchant vessd either. They hadn't been diding dong thefrictionless
thread of Earth-Mars or Earth-Moon hauling goods or transporting soldiery or anything likethat. This
was science. Science isn't structured to recognise hierarchy.

"I'monly saying,” said Edwards, sheepishly. “1'm not wanting to suggest that I'min charge.”

They were slent for awhile, and the rain spattered and clattered enormoudy al about them. Encorel
Encore!

It occurred to Edwards, belatedly, that Murphy might have been saying eau, water, eau.

"Right,” said Vins. “We'reall in akind of intellectua shock, that'swhat | think. We've been heretwo
days now, and we haven't even formulated a plausible hypothesis of what's going on. We haven't even
tried.” He looked around at his colleagues. “Let's review what happened.”

Murphy had his sumpy armsfolded over hislittle chest. “ Review, by dl means,” he said. But then, when
Vins opened his mouth to spesk again, heinterrupted immediately: “ I've formed a hypothesis. It's caled
Murphy. Thisisprimeland, and | claim it. When we get back, or when we at least contact help and they
come get us, | shdl set up aprivate limited company to promote the settlement of Murphy. I'll makea
fortune. I'll be mayor. I'll be the alpha mde."

"Why you think,” said Edwards, thinking literally, “that such a contract would have any lega force upon
Eathisbeyond me."

"Let'sreview,” said Vins, in aloud voice.

Everybody looked a him.



"We'reflying. We drop below the ecliptic plane, no more than a hundred thousand klims. More than
that?'

None of the others say anything. Then Sinclair says, “ It was about that."

"We saw awinking star,” Vinssaid. He did not stop talking, he continued on, even though Murphy tried
to interrupt him with asneering “Winking star, oh, that's good on my mother's health that's good.” Vins
wasn't to be distracted when he got going. “It was out of the position of variable star 699, which iswhat
we might have thought it otherwise. Except it wasn't where 699 should've been. Asweflew it grew in
Sze, indicating avery reflective asteroid, or perhaps comet, out of the ecliptic. You,” Vins nodded at
Sinclair, “argued it was a parti-coloured object rotating diurnally. But it was afair way south of the
ecliptic. Then what happened?’

"Weadl know what happened,” said Murphy. They may dl have been homo neanderthalis, but they
were bright. They al had their scientific educations. Thered ded.

"Let'sreview,” sad Vins. “We need to know what's happened. Act like scientists, people.”
"I'm ascientist no longer,” cried Murphy, with aflourish of hisarm. “I'm the king of Murphtopia."

"What happened,” said Edwards, dowly, thinking linearly and literaly, “was we were tracking the curious
wobble of the asteroid. Or whatever it was. We flew close, and suddenly there was aworld, awhole
world, and—we came down. We re-entered sideways, and there was heat-damage to the craft, and then
there was collison damage, and now it's broken. And we're Sitting ingdeit.”

"Now,” said Vins. “Here's a premise. Worlds don't appear out of nowhere. Do we agree?”
Nobody disagreed.

"It'samountain and mohammed thing,” offered Sinclair. “ Put it thisway, whichismorelikely? That a
whole Earth-sized planet pops out of nowherein front of us? Or that we, for some reason, have popped
into a new place?"

"| say we're back on Earth,” said Murphy. “It looks like aduck, and it smellslike aduck and it, uh, pulls
the gravity of aduck, then it'saduck.”

"Thesunisrigng,” Sinclar pointed out, “inthe west. It issetting inthe east.”

"Oh. And the asteroid was the beacon of adimensiona sffy gateway through time and space,” mocked
Murphy: “and wefdl through, likein a sffy film, and now were on thefar side of the galaxy?” He
pronounced “ SF-y” as atwo-syllable word, with aludicrous and prolonged emphasis on the central “f”
sound.

"That can't betrue,” said Edwards. “ Our first night, the stars were very clear. All the congtellations were
there. Familiar congtellations.”

"Which'swhat we'd expect if we were back on Earth,” said Murphy.
"Butthesun risesinthe west...” said Sindlair again.

"Maybe the compasses are broken, somehow. Distorted. Maybe you think west is east and
versy-vice-a."

"All of them? All the compasses? And besides, a night you can see the pole Star, greet bear, dl very



clearly. Oh theré's no doubt where the sun'srising.”

"Wl let'slook a another hypothesis,” said Murphy. “Thereisawhole, a whole Earth-sized planet,
about a hundred thousand kilometres south of the ecliptic between Earth and Venus. And nobody on
earth for six centuries of dedicated astronomy has noticed it. Nobody saw awhole planet, waxing and
waning, between us and the sun? No southern hemisphere observatory happened to seeit? Is that what

you're saying?'
"That is,” Vins conceded, “hard to credit.”

"S0,” said Murphy. He got up, and stepped to the hatch, and looked out at the hissing and rapturous
ranfal. “Herédswhat | think happened. We were off investigating your winking star, Vins, and then we
al suffered some sort of group epilepsy, or mass hysteria, or loss of consciousness, and without realising
it we piloted the ship back up and towards earth.”

"Wewere days away,” Vins pointed out.

"So perhaps we were in afugue state for days. Anyway, we weren't shaken out of it until we dammed
into the atmosphere, and now we've crashed in the highlandsin Peru, or Africamaybe.”

"Therés nowhere on earth,” Vins pointed out, “aslovely asthis. Where isthere anywhere as mild, or
bamy, asthis? Peru, you say?'

"You ever been to Peru?’ asked Edwards.

"I been alot of places, and there€'sice wherever 1've been.”

"Never mind the climate,” said Edwards. “What about the sunrises?’
"How isit,” agreed Vins, “that the sunriseisin thewest if thisis Peru?"

"l don't know. But the advantage of my hypothesisisthat it's occam'srazor on dl the stuff about planets
gppearing from nowhere, and it reduces dl that to asingle, smple problem. The sunrise.”

"And another problem,” Edwards pointed out, “which isthe lack of radio traffic."
"Theradio's broken,” said Murphy. “I'm not happy about it."
"Theradio?'

"No, not happy about the Mur phy, the Murphy-topia. I'm not happy about the status of my kingdom. |
was looking forward to claiming the highlands as my persond kingdom. Buit if it's, you know, Peru, then
therell be some other alphamae who's dready claimed these highlands.”

"Theradio's not broken,” said Edwards. “We can pick up background chatter. Bits and pieces. We just
can't seem to locate any—to get afix upon—"

"Ving” said Murphy, stting himsalf down again. “Vins, Vins. What's your theory?Y ou haven't told us
your theory."

"I think we've landed upon abanned world,” said Vins. He said thisin abright voice, but his mouth was
angled downwards as he spoke. “ A forbidden planet. That's SF-y, isn't it?” He pronounced each of the
lettersin Sy separatdly, trisyllabic.

"A banned world,” said Murphy, asif savouring theidea. “What an interesting notion. What afanciful



notion. What adark horse you are, to be sure, Vins."

* k% k %

The rain stopped sometime in the afternoon, and the clouds rolled away, leaving the landscape washed
and gleaming under the low sun asif glazed with strawberry and peach. Thelong stretch of grasdand
directly beneath them retained some of its yellow, and moved dowly, likethe pelt of alion. Inthe
distance they could seealong inlaid band of bronze, curved and kinked like the margind illustrationina
caltic manuscript: open water, glittering in the sun. And the sun went down and the stars came ouit.

Edwards, trying to identify where the Earth should be from their last known position, noticed something
they should dl have seen on thefirst night: that the stars hardly moved through the sky. He woke the
others up.

"Earth,” hesaid, “isjust below the horizon.” He pointed. “ There. Mars, | think, isover there.”
"Sendthemadggnd.”

"I did. But why should they be listening for asigna from this stretch of space? It's not even onthe
ecliptic. It'snot asif there are any astronomerson Mars. And if there were, if there were any, you know,
amateurs, why should they be looking down here? No, that's not what | woke you up to show you.”

"Whét then?'

"The stars aren't moving. I've been watching for an hour. | was waiting to see Earth come up over the
horizon so | could send them amessage. But it's not coming up.”

"Y ou thought it was an hour,” said Murphy, crosdy. “Clearly it wasn't an hour. Y ou probably sat there
for five minutes and got impatient.”

So they settled down together, and al checked their watches, and looked east to where the sun had s,
where familiar stars pebbled the sky. And an hour passed, and another, and the stars did not move.

Nobody said anything for along time.

"Somebody has stopped the starsin their courses,” said Murphy. “We're dead, we're dl in the efterlife.
Isthat what happened? We crashed the ship and died, and thisisthe land of the dead.”

"| thought you were the one, Murphy, who wanted to apply occam'srazor?’ chided Edwards. “That'sa
pretty elaborated explanation for the facts, don't you think? 1 don't feel dead. Do you?Y ou fed that

way?'

"Certainly not,” sad Vins.

"But we've no ideawhat it fedsliketo fed dead,” Murphy pointed ot.

"Exactly. It'sanull hypothesis. Let's not go there. There must be another explanation.”
"The other explanation isthat we're not rotating.”

"Except we saw the sun go round and set, so we are rotating. An earth-sized world, pulling an
earth-strength gravity rotatesfor half aday and then stops rotating? That makes no sense.”

"I'll tell you what makes sense,” said Murphy, hugging himsdlf againgt the cold. “ Thisis abanned world.
We are not supposed to be here. That's what makes sense.”



"Of course were not supposed to be here,” agreed Vins. * Supposed to be Venus, that'swhere. That's
where we're supposed to be orbiting. Not here. But that's not to say it's aforbidden planet.”

"Y ou were the one who said so!” Murphy objected.
"l wasjoking,” said Vins.

"Y our joke may be coming true,” said Murphy. He coughed, loud and long. Then he said, “the sun rises
in the west and the stars don't move. Y ou know what that is? That's things that the human eye was not
supposed to see. That's aredm of magic—faery, that'swhere we are, and the faery queen is probably
gathering her houndsto hunt us down for seeing thisforbidden place.”

"Amusing, Murphy,” said Edwards, in abland voice. “Very fanciful and imaginative. Y our fancy and your
imagination, | find them amusing.”

"I'm going to deep,” Murphy sulked, picking himsdlf up and going back insgdethe ship. “I'll meet my fate
tomorrow with aclear head at least.”

The other stayed outside under the splendid, chilly, glittering stars and under that silkily-cold black sky.
They talked, and reduced the possibilitiesto an order of plausibility. They discussed what to do. They
discussed the possibility of making the ship whole again; perhaps by dismantling one of the thirty-six
thrust engines and reassembling it as asort of welding torch, so asto make good the breachesin the
plasmeta hull. Nobody could think how to launch into space, though: the craft had not been built to

achieve escape velocity unaided. They had not been planning on landing on Venus, after dl. (The very
ideal) Findly the sky started to pale and ease, asif the arc of the western horizon were a heated element
thawing the black into rose and pearl and then into blushed tones of white.

The sun lifted itsdf into the sky.

"Well,” sad Vins, with atone of findity, “that settlesit. Clearly we are rotating. Thelack of movement of
the stars and the apparent movement of the sun: these data contradict one another. Seem to. It's hard to
advance a coherent explanation that includes both of these pieces of observationa data. Are we agreed?’

"l can't think what else,” said Edwards. “We assume the sky isasmulation of some sort. Do we assume
thet?"

"Wedo,” said Sinclair.

"One of two explanations, then,” said Vins. “Either the ky isatota simulation, upon whichis projected a
moving sun by day and motionless stars by night. Or elsethe sky isared feature but some peculiarity of
optics digtorts the actua motion of the starsin someway."

"It'shard to think what sort of phenomenon...” began Sinclair. But he stopped talking. He wasn't sure
what he was going to say; and—anyway—the dawn was so very beautiful. They al sat looking down, dl
digtracted by the loveliness of the view from their highland vantage-point: down across doping grasdands
and marsh and the beaming seas and gleaming channels of water. And, woken by the light, the first birds
were up; in nimbleflight and giving voiceto agile birdsong, bouncing their tenor and soprano trills off the
blue ceiling of the sky—or, whatever it was.

They weredl tired. They'd been up dl night. Eventualy they went inside the spaceship and dept.

* k x %

Thethird day and the third night.



Vins, Sinclair and Edwards woke sometime in the afternoon, the sun aready declining towards the east.
Murphy had gone.

They searched for him, in adightly desultory manner, round and about the ship; but it was clear enough
where he had gone: atrail scuffed, dightly kinked but more-or-less straight, through the wet grassesand
downwards. Clambering onto the top of the ship Edwards could follow thiswith hiseye, and with
binoculars, down and down, awobbly ladder in the sheen tights-materia of thefiddsal theway to
where forest drew adark line.

"He'sgoneinto aforest. Down there, kilometres away.” He wanted to say something like: imaginea
stretch of gold velvet, dl brushed one way to smoothness, and afinger dragged through the velvet againgt
the grain of the brushing—that's what his path looks like. But he couldn't find the words to say that.
“Should we go after him?” he called. “ Should we go?'

"Heknowswherewe are,” said Sinclair. “He knows how to get back here. He's probably just
exploring.”

"Andif he getsinto trouble?'

"It's hislook-out. He must take respongbility for himsdlf,” said Vins. “Wedl must shift for ourselves,
after al.”

The three of them breakfasted on ship's-supplies, sitting in thewarm air and listening to the meagre,
distant chimes of the birds and watching the flow and glitter of wind upon the grass. “1 could sit here
forever,” said Edwards, in arelaxed voice.

The other two were silent, but it was aslent agreement.

"Weneed to get on,” said Vins, asif dragging the sentence up from great deeps. “We need to explore.
Tofix the ship. That'swhat we need to do."

They did nothing. After breskfast they dozed in the sun. Murphy did not return. Who knew where he had
gone?

* k k %

The one thing s0 obvious that none of them bothered to point it out was that thisworld was paradisica
compared to the wrecked and wasted |andscapes of home. And that because it was paradisical it was
very obvioudy not area place. They were dead, and had gone to amaterial heaven, perhaps on account
of some sort of oversight. They had died in the crash. Or they had been transported through a different
sort of spatia-discontinuity, one that trandated them from redl to mythic space. They wereto feed
forever amongst the mild-eyed meancholy lotos-eaters now.

The land of the Sirens, in which Odysseus's crew had languished so pleasantly and purposdesdy. Was
that aforbidden world? Was it banned to subsequent explorers? Why elsewasit never again
discovered?

It may still bethere, someidand or stretch of coast in the Mediterranean protected by acloak of
invighility, some magic zone or curtain through which only afew, select and lucky mariners sumble. Who
knows?

All this culture and learning bounced around their heads: Vins, Sinclair and Edwards. They knew al
about Homer and Mohammed, and they knew all about Shakespeare and Proust, even though these
people about whom they were so knowledgeable were acompletely different sort of creature to



themselves. These Homers and VVan Goghs were al super-beings, elevated, godlike; and the residue of
their golden-age achievements in the minds of our scientists has the paradoxical effect of shrinking us by
comparison. Don't you think?

Best not think about it. What and if they are intheland of the Lotos? Maybe they're lucky, that's al.
Don't you wish you could go there?

* k x %

The sun set in the east. Colour and brightness drained out of the western sky, out of the zenith flowing
down to the east with osmotic downess, and leaving behind a purply black dotted with perfectly
motionless stars. The last of the day was abroad stretch of white-yellow sky over the eastern horizon,
patched with skinny horizontal clouds of golden brown. For long minutesthelast of the sunlight, coming
up over the horizon, touched the bottom line of these clouds with fierce and molten light, so that it looked
asif severa snuous heating eements, glowing bright and hot with the eectricity passing through them,
had been fixed to the matter of the sky. Then the light faded away from the clouds, and they browned
and blackened against a compressing layer of sunset lights: asky honey and marmaade, and then a
grey-orange, and findly blue, and after that black.

It was night again.

Something agitated Vins enough to get him up and huffing around. “ The stars have moved alittle,” he
sad. “There—that's the arc of the coronaaustrais. Say what you like but don't tell mel don't know my
congdlations.”

ll&?l

"It'shigher. Y esterday the lowest star wasright on the horizon, on that little hill silhouetted there. Today
itsafraction above."

"Sowe'rerotating real dow,” said Sinclair. “1 can't say | care. | can't say I'm bothered. I'm going to
deep.”

* * % %

Thefourth day and the fourth night.

Inthe morning Vins|eft the ship. He set off in the opposite direction to Murphy; not down the dope
towards the forest and the long shining siretches of open water; but up, higher into the highlands. He had
no ideawhere Murphy had gone, or what he had been after; but something insde him prompted him to
go higher. Go up, Mases. He had avison of himself climbing and climbing until he reached the summit of
some snow-clenched mountain top at the very heart of the world from which the whole planet—or at
least thiswhole hemisphere—would be visible. Like Mount Purgatory, he thought, from Dante. Asif he
had anything to do with Dante! Godlike figures from the golden age.

Vinsdidn't creep away as Murphy had done. He prepared a pack, some supplies, some tools, a couple
of scientific ingtruments. Then he woke the other two. He told them what he wanted to do; and they sat,
looking stupidly at him from under their overhanging foreheads, and didn't say anything. “'Y ou sureyou
don't want to come with me?’ he said. Hefelt an obscure and disabling fear deep insde him, aterror that
if he stayed at the crash site held dide into torpor and that would be the end of him. Who wasit had said
that word? Torpor, torpor. Oh, he had to get out and away. He had to move.

"Dowhat you like” said Sindlair.

"It makes no senseto me,” said Edwards, “to go marching off without any sort of objective. Shouldn't



you have an objective? Asascientis?'
"My objectiveisto explore. What's more scientific than exploration?’

Edwards looked at him, blinked, looked again. “We should stay here,” he said, dowly. He turned to look
at the buckled ship. “We should mend the ship."

"We should,” agreed Vins. “But we don't. Y ou notice that? There's something here that's rendering us
idle. Idleness doesn't suit us.”

Sinclair laughed at this. “Let him go,” he said, stretching himsalf on abroad boulder with a
westward-facing facet to warm himsdlf in the new sunlight. “He'sthe hairiest of usdl.”

Vinswinced at thisinsult. “ Don't be like that. What isthis, school 7'

"It'strue” said Sinclair. “Murphy was the hairiest, but he's gone God-knows-where. Y ou're the hairiest
now, and you'll go, and good riddance. Go after Murphy. Go pick fleas from his pelt. I'm the smoothest
of thelot of you and I'll stay here and thank you."

"I'm not going after Murphy, 1'm going higher, into the highlands."
"Gowhereyou like."

Edwards wouldn't meet Vins' gaze, so Vins shouldered his pack and marched off, striding westward into
the setting sun. He could fed Sinclair's eyes upon hisback as he went, amost a heet, like aray; Sinclair
just lounging there like alazy grest ape, watching him go. The hairiest indeed!

Then Vins had asecond thought. He wanted to get up high, didn't he? He could lift himself clean off the
ground.

It surprised him how much courage it took to turn about and ssomp back down to the ship again. Sinclair
was gill there on hisrock, watching him with lazy insolence. Edwards had taken off his shoes and
climbed to the top of the wreckage, clinging to the dew-wet surface with histoes and the pams of his
feet. He was gazing east, down, away.

Vinsdidn't say anything to either of them. Instead he went into the ship and retrieved abundle of
gossamer-fabric and plastic cord and tied it to the top of his backpack. Then he pulled out asmall
cylinder of helium, no longer or thicker than aforearm though densely heavy. Hetied a grapple-ropeto
thisand dragged it after him.

There were no more goodbyes. He stomped away.

* * % %

Something was bugging Vins, preying on hismind. It was asif hed caught a glimpse of something out of
the corner of hiseyewithout exactly noticing it, such that it had registered only in his subconscious (that
gift of the gods, the unconscious mind). He felt he should have understood by now. Something was
wrong, or e'se something was profoundly and obvioudy right and he couldn't seeit.

What?

He marched on, the cylinder dragging through the turf behind him and occasiondly clanging on the
upcrops of rock that poked through the grass. It was an effort with every step to haul the damn thing, but
Vins had found in stubbornness and ill-temper a substitute for willpower. He marched on. He didn't
know where he was going. He had, as Edwards might say, no objective. But on he went.



The grass grew shorter the higher he went, and the wind became fresher. The sun was directly above
him, and then it was behind him, and he was chasing his own waggish shadow, marching up and up. His
field of view was taken up with the pale-green and yellow grass doping up directly infront of him. Each
strand moved with dightly separate motion in the burly wind, like agitated worms, or the fronds of some
impossibly massve underwater polypus.

He stopped, sat on astool of bare rock and drank from his water bottle. Looking back the direction he
had come he could see the ship now, very distant. Edwards was no longer standing on its back. Nor
could he see Sinclair. From this eagl€e's vantage point, the path the crashing ship had gouged in the soil
was very visible, amottled painterly scar through the grassands culminating in the broken-backed
hourglass of the ship itsdlf. It seemed unlikely, Vinsthought, that in crashing they had not smply dashed
themsalvesto atoms.

Beyond the wreck that the grasdands stretched away. Vins could see agreat deal more of theterrain
from up here. They had come-down directly above abroad hilly spit of land that lay between what
looked like two spreading estuaries, north and south. Each of these estuaries widened and spilled into
what Vinstook to be separate seas—one reaching as far north as he could see and one as far south. It
wasn't possible to see whether these seas were connected; whether, in other words, the two estuaries
were inletsinto one enormous ocean.

The sun setting threw a broadcast spread of lights across these two bodies of water, and they glowed
ferocioudy, beaitifully. As he sat therelooking down on thislandscape Vinsfelt the disabling intensity of
itdl. Asif itslovelinessmight just drain dl hiswillpower and leave him just Stting here, on this saddle of
bare rock, gtting in the afternoon warmth gazing down uponit.

He shook himsdlf. He couldn't allow this place to suck out his strength of purpose. Maybe hewas a
homo neanderthalis, but he was a scientist. He flew spacecraft between the planets.

He picked himsdlf up and marched on, uphill al theway, until the light had thickened and blackened
around him. Eventually, exhausted, he stopped and ate some food and rolled himsdlf into his degping bag
and tried to deep on the grass. B, tired as he was, he was awvake along time. Something nagging at
him. Something about the perspective downhill—those two broad estuaries draining into whatever wide
seq, hidden in distance, in haze and clouds and the curve of the world's horizon. What about it? Why did
it seem familiar? He couldn't think why.

* % % %
Thefifth day.

He was woken by something crawling on hisface, alacy caterpillar or beetle with legslike twitching
eyelashes. He sat up, rubbing his cheeks with the back of his hand, he brushed it away.

It waslight.
The sun was up over the crown of the hill westward and shining straight in his eyes.

He wiped his face with adampee, and munched some rations and drank atab of coffee. Thewind stirred
around him. The landscape below him was, in materid terms, the same one before which he had goneto
deep; but under the different orientation of sunlight, under white morning illumination instead of rosy
sunset, it seemed somehow radicaly different. The two estuaries were il there, kinked and coastlined in
that maddeningly familiar way, but now their waters were gunmetal- and broccoli-coloured, ahard and
amost tangible mass of colour upon which waves could not be made out. The grasdand was dark with
dew, hazed over in stretches by a sort of blue blur. The ship was till there, black asanut, but Vins
couldn't make out either of his shipmates.



"S0,” he said to himsdlf. “Let's get a proper look."

He unrolled the balloon fabric and fitted the helium cylinder into itsinflation tube. Then he untangled the
harness, and manoeuvred himsdf into it, knotting the rest of his backpack to a strap so that it would
dangle beneath him as balast. Then, steadily, heinflated the balloon.

It took only afew minutes, the flop of fabric swelling and then popping up, like afeatureless cartoon head
of prodigious size, to loll and nod above him. Soon the materia was taut and the breeze was pushing
Vinsdown the hill and across. His feet danced over the turf, keeping up with the movement for awhile
with aseries of balletic legps, and dragging the pack behind him. Then hewas up, the cylinder in hislap
and his bag a pendulum below.

Herose quickly through the dawn air. The breeze was taking him diagonaly down the hill, but only
dowly. At first he looked behind himself, straining over his shoulder to see what was over the brow of the
hill. But the upwards doping land didn't seem to come to apeek; or at least not one over which Vins

could peek.

He turned his attention to the eastward landscape. To hisright he could see, as he rose higher, that there
was avast north-south coastline, atremendous beach bordering an ocean that reached dl the way to the
horizon. To hisleft he could see the more northern of the two estuaries; its north shoreline revealed itself
to beinfact along, skinny neck of land. There was athird estuary, even further to the north. The shape
of these arrangements of land and water seemed so familiar to Vins, naggingly so, but he couldn't placeit.

Hefixed his gaze on the easternmost horizon, but even though he was getting higher and higher he didn't
seem to be seeing over the curve of it. In fact, by some peculiar optica illusion or other it appeared to be
risng as herose. That wasn't right.

Vinstried looking up, but the balloon obscured his vison. He thought again about the peculiarities of this
world. Wasthe sky redly nothing but a huge blue-painted dome? Would he bump into it momentarily?
Perhaps not aphysica barrier, but some sort of forcefield, or holographic medium, upon which the
motionless sars and the hurtling sun could be projected? Were they in some private high-tech parkland?

Theair wasthin. It had gotten thin surprisngly rapidly.
Maybe | am the hairiest, Vinsthought to himsdlf; but I'm ascientist for dl that.
Chill. And blue-grey.

Looking down, looking eastward, Vins knew he had risen high enough. He stared. He gawped. Then,
with automatic hand, he began venting gas from his balloon. He commenced his descent. He started
coming down. The landscape below him had findly clicked with his memory. It was the map of Europe
rendered in some impossible geographica form of photographic-negative: the green land coloured blue
for seq, the blue sea coloured green for land.

The ship had come down onto the broad grasdands that would, in anormal map of Europe, have been
the Atlantic ocean. The two wide seas he could see from his vantage point were shaped exactly like
England, to the north, and like France, to the south. Impaossible of course, but there you were. The
estuaries that had nagged at his memory had done so because they were shaped like Cornwall and like
Normandy. The English Channel was a broad corridor of land, with seato the north and sea to the south,
that widened in the distance into a pleasant meadowland where the North Sea should have been.

Recognising the familiar contours of the European mainland had impressed itsdlf upon Vins
consciousness so powerfully that it had dizzied him. It must be hadlucination. He stared, he gawked. It



was like the visud rebus of the duckrabhbit, which you can see either asaduck or asarabbit, and, then,
asyou get used to it, you find that you can flip your vision from oneto the other a will. Vins had the
heady sense that the broad bodies of water were in fact land (an impossibly flat and desert land), and
the variegated stretches of landscape were in fact water (uponwhich light played amyriad of fantagtical
mirages). But of course that wasn't it. The visua image flipped round again. Theland wasland and the
seawas sea. It was an impossible, inverted geography. The Atlantic highlands. The Seaof England. The
Sea of France. Hewasin no rea place. He didn't know where he was. He was dreaming. He could
make no sense of this.

Theland rushed up towards him. He had vented too much gas from his balloon, held doneit too fast, he
was coming down too quickly. But his mind wasn't working terribly well.

Hisfeet went pummelling into the turf and he felt something twang in hisright ankle. Pain thrummed up his
leg, and hisface went hard onto the grass. The wind was still pushing the balloon onwards, and dragging
him awkwardly aong. He fumbled with his harness and with aburly sense of release the balloon broke
free and bobbed off over the landscape.

Vins pulled himsdlf over and sat up. His ankle throbbed. Pain dithered up and down his shin. He watched
the balloon recede, ludicroudy flexible and bubblelike asit rolled and tumbled down the dope.

Thiscrazy place.

He hauled his pack in by pulling on the cord, hand over hand and the pack dancing and bouncing over
the turf towards him. From itsinnards he took out amedipack. The compressfelt hot and dimy ashe
ripped it from its cover, but it did its job as he twined it around hisleg. The pain dulled.

As soon asthe compress had stiffened sufficiently to bear weight, he pulled himsdlf up and started the
hopal ong trek back down the dope. At least, he told himsdlf, it's downhill. At least it's not uphill.
Downhill acrossthe Atlantic.

Helaughed.

* * % %

He anticipated the reaction of the others when he told them his discovery. To be precise, he rehearsed
the posshilities: from gavanising amazement to indifference, or even hodtility. So what they werelivingin
an impossible landscape? The sun rose in the west and the stars did not move. Maybe they were indeed
dead; in which case, why bother? Why bother about anything?

But when he arrived at the ship it was deserted: both Sinclair and Edwards had gone. They had taken
few or no supplieswith them, and at first Vins assumed that they were just scouting out the locality. But
after awhile of fruitlesdy cdling their names, and severa hours of waiting, he cameto the concluson that
they must have wandered permanently away, like Murphy. Which would be just like them.

If he saw them again—no.

When he saw them again he ought to grab them by their necks and shake them. Was this any way to run
ascientific gpaceship? He ought to plunge his handsin between their chins and chestbones and squeeze.
Squee-eeze.

When he saw them.

Hisfury wastiring. And what with the long trek (downhill, sure, but even so) and the achein his
bungled-up ankle, Vinsfet deepy. He ate, he drank some, and then he lay down in one of the bunks and



fdl into dream-free deep.

* k% k %
Thefifth night.

He awoke with alittle yelp, and it took him amoment before he was aware that hewasinsde a
blacked-out ship, crashed onto aworld itself plunged into the chasm of night. “Though,” he said to
himsdlf, doud (to hearten his spiritsin dl this darkness), “how we're plunged into the chasm of the night
when the world don't seem to rotate, not atittle, not ajot, that's beyond me."

His ankle was sore, and seemed sorer for being ignored. It was aresentful and selfish pain. Analgesic,
that was the needful.

"Sinclair,” he caled. Then he remembered. “1'm going to wrestle your neck you deserter,” he hooted.
“Sinclair, you hear? | ought to stamp on your chest.”

He had gone to deep without leaving atorch nearby, so he had to fumble about. But in the perfect
blackness he couldn't orient himself at dl; couldn't get amenta picture on hislocation. He camethrough a
bent-out-of-shape hatchway, running his fingers round the rim, and into another black room. No idea
where hewas. He ranged about, hopeless. Then, through another opening, he saw arectangle of
grey-black gleam, and it smdt clean, and it was the main hatch leading outside.

He stepped through, into the glimmer of starlight to get his bearings. He could turn and take in the bulk of
the ship, and only then the mental map snapped into focus. First aid box would be back insde and over
to theleft. He was the hairiest? He was the only one not to have abandoned ship! For the mother of love
and al begorrah, as Murphy would have said if held been in one of his quaint moods, they'd all
abandoned ship. They werethe hairiest, damn them.

Hisankle was giving him sour hell, and thefirst aid box would be back in through the hatch, over to the
left. He could find it with hisfingers-ends. But he didn't go back inside.

The hair at the back of hisneck tingled and stood up like grass as the wind passes throughtit.

"l,” hesaid, to the starlit landscape, but his voice was half-cracked, so he cleared his throat and spoke
out loudly and clearly: “I know you're there. Whoever you are.”

He turned, there was nobody.
He turned again, nobody.

"Come out from whereyoure hiding,” he said. “Isthat you, Murphy? That would be like your idea of
practical japery, you hairy old fool.”

He turned, and there was a silhouette against the blackness. Too tall to be Murphy, much too tall to be
Edwardsor Sinclair. Tdler than any personin fact.

Vins stood. The sound of his own breathing was ratchety and intrusive, like something had mafunctioned
somewhere. “Who areyou?’ he asked. “What do you want? Who are you?"

The slhouette shifted, and moved. It hummed alittle, asurprisingly high-pitched noise—surprisng
because of its height. It was aperson, clearly; tal but oddly thin, like a putty person stretched between
long-boned head and flipperlike feet. Oh, too tal.

"What are you doing?’ Vins repeated.



"Y ou're not supposed to be here,” said the figure: aman, though one with avoice high-pitched enough
amogt to sound womanly.

"We're not supposed to—we crashed,” returned Vins, hisankle biting at the base of hisleg alittle. He
had to st down. He could see alittle more now, as his eye dark-adapted; but with no moon, and with no
moonlight, it was gill ameagre sort of seeing. Vins moved towards where arock stood, its occasiona
embedded spots of micaglinting in the light. Thiswasthe samerock Sinclair had been laying upon when
Vinshad last seen him.

"| got to it down,” he said, by way of explanation.

He could see that thislong thin person was carrying something in hisright hand, but he couldn't see what.
"Sit down, OK? Do you mind if | sit down, OK?Isthat OK?"

"Sure” sad the stranger.

Vins sat, heavily, and lifted hisfrozen-sore ankle, and picked at the dressing. He needed anew one. This
onewasn't giving him any benefit any more. Thefirst aid box would be in through the hatch and to the
|eft.

"You'retrespassing,” said the stranger. “Y ou've no right to be here. Thisworld is forbidden to you."

"Isit death?’ said Vins, feding aspurt of fear-adrendin, which is aso recklessness-adrendin, in his chest
at the words. Did he dare say such athing? What if this stranger were the King of the Land of the Dead,
and what if he, Vins, were disrespecting him?*“ Arewe al dead? That was one theory we had, asto why
the sun rises awry, and why the stars don't move—and—and,” he added, hurriedly, remembering the
previous day, “why the map is so wrong.”

"Wrong?'

"An England-shaped seawhere England-land should be. An Atlantic-shaped landmass where the ocean
should be. You know what I'm talking about.”

"Of coursel do. Thisismy world. Of course| do."
"My ankleis hurting fit to scream,” said Vins,

The stranger moved hisarm in the darkness. “This” he said, “will haveto go.” Vins assumed he was
pointing at the shuttle. “Y ou've no right to dump thisjunk here. I'll have it moved, | tel you. And
you—you are trespassing on aforbidden world. Y ou, Sir, have incurred the penalty for trespassing.”

"Y ou can see preity wdl for such adark night,” said Vins.

"You can't?’ said the stranger, and he sounded puzzled. “Old eyes, isit?"
"I'm thirty-three,” said Vins, bridling.

"l didn't mean old in that sense.”

Therewas aslence. The quiet between them was devoid of cricket noise; no blackbird sang. The air
was blank and perfectly dark and only the meanest dribble of starlight illuminated it. Then with anew
warmth, asif he had findly understood, the stranger said: “Y ou're a homo neanderthalis?'

"And | suppose,” replied Vins, asif jesting, “that you're a homo sapiens?’ But even as he gave the



wordstheir sarcastic playground spin he knew they weretrue. Of coursetrue. A creature from the
spiritus mundi and from dream and childhood game, standing right herein front of him.

"You're from Earth, of course,” the sapienswas saying. “'Y ou recognised the map of Europe. Y ou
steered this craft here. | don't understand why you came here. Y ou boys aren't supposed to know this
place even exids."

Vinsfdt ahard knot of something in hischest, like an ebow trying to come out from ingde hisribs. It
was intensely uncomfortable. Thisbeing from myth and legend, and the race of Homer and Shakespeare
and Mohammed and Jesus, and standing right in front of him now. He didn't know what to say. There
wasn't anything for him to say.

"You want,” the human prompted, “to answer my question?"
"You're actually ahomo sapiens?"

"Y ou never met one?'

"Notintheflesh.”

"I losetrack of time,” said the homo sapiens. “It's probably been, | don't know. Centuries. It'slike that,
out here. Thetime—drifts. Y ou got aname?"

"Vins” sadVins

"Well, you're ahandsome fellow, Vins. My nameis Ramon Harburg Guthrie, afine old human name, a
thousand yearsold, like me. As| am myself. And no older.” He chuckled, though Vins couldn't see what
wasfunny.

"A thousand years?’ Vinsrepegated.
"Giveor take. It's been hdf that time since your lot were shaped, I'll tell you that."

"Thelast human removed herself four centuries ago,” said Vins, fedling foolish that he had to spesk such
kindergarten sentences.

Ramon Harburg Guthrie laughed. “ Shouldn't you be worshipping me asagod?’ he asked. “Or something
aong thoselines?'

"Worship you as agod? Why would | want to be doing athing like that? Y ou're species homo and I'm
species homo. What'sto worship?”

"We uplifted you,” Ramon Harburg Guthrie pointed out. “Recombined you and backed you out of the
evolutionary cul-de-sac, and primed you with—" He stopped. “Listento me!” he said. “I'm probably
giving entirely the wrong impression. | don't want to be worshipped asagod.”

"I'm glad to hear it,” said Vins. “ There's nothing sub-capacity about my brain pan. | speak from
experience, but also from scientific research into the matter, using some of the many homo sapiens skulls
that have been dug out of the soil of the Earth. I've spent twelve years sudying science.”

"Our science,” said Ramon Harburg Guthrie.

"Scienceis science, and who careswho discovered it? And if you care who discovered it, then it's not
your science, Ramon Harburg Guthrie, it's Newton'sand Eingtein's.”



But histone had wandered the wrong side of angry. The homo sapiens lifted whatever it was he was
holding in hisright hand. When he spoke again, his high voice was harder-edged. “| built this place,” he
said. “It'smine. It'saprivate world, and visitors are not allowed. | don't care about your brain pan, or
about my brain pan, | only care about my privacy. Are there others?

"We crashed,” said Vins, feding asense of panic growing now, though he wasn't sure exactly why. It
was more than just the mysterious something the man was holding in hisright hand. It was another thing,
he wasn't sure what.

"I don't care how you came here. Y ou're trespassing. Not welcome.”
"It'shardly fair. It'snot asif you put up asign saying no entry."

He scoffed. “ That'd be tantamount to shouting aoud to the whole system, here | am! That's be like
putting a parsec-wide neon arrow pointing at my home. And why would | want to do that? 1 built my
world away from the ecliptic and down, it'sasflat asacoin and its dender edge is angled towards Earth.
Y ou can't see me, you inheritors. Nobody on that polluted old world. Y ou don't know I'm here. There
are amilar ruses used al about this solar system, and eyries and haunts, radio-blanked bubbles and
curves of habitable landscape tucked away. A thousand baubles and twists of landscape. Built by the old
guard, the last of the truly wedlthy and truly well-bred. Who'd trade-in true breeding for amere
enhanced physical strength and endurance?’ He spoke these last five words with amocking intonation,
asif thevery ideawere absurd. “And, yes, | know your brain pans arethe same size. But sizeisnt

everything, my dearie”

Vinswas shivering, or perhaps trembling with fear, but he summoned his courage. “1'm no dearie of
yours,” hesaid. “What'sthat in your hand anyway? A wegpon, isit?"

"How many weretherein your crew?"

Of course Vins couldn't lie, not when asked adirect question like that. He tried one more wriggle. “A
severdy spoken and impolite question,” he said.

"How many inyour crew?"
"Four,” hesad. “Including me."
"Ingde?"

"Are they indde? The ship?'
"Arethey ingde, yes"

"No. They wandered off. They were seduced by thisworld, | think. It's abeautiful place, especidly when
you've been tanked up in a spaceship for three months. It's abeautiful, beautiful place’

"Thank you!” said the homo sapiens Ramon Harburg Guthrie. And, do you know what? There was
genuine pleasurein hisvoice. Hewas actudly flattered. “It's my big dumb object. Big and dumb but | like
it

The sky, minutely and almost imperceptibly, was starting to pale over to the west. The silhouette had
taken on the intimations of solidity; more than just a2D gap in the blackness, it was arting to bulk. Dark
grey face propped on dark grey body, but there was a perceptible difference in tone between the two
things, one smooth and one the rougher texture of fabric.



"You didn't build this” said Vins. “I'm not being disrespectful, but I'm not. Only—who can build awhole
world? Y ou're not agod. Sure the legacy of homo sapiensisawonderful thing, the language and the
culture and so on. But build awhole world?"

"Indeed, | did build it,” said Ramon Harburg Guthrie levelly.

"How many trillions of tonnes of matter, to pull oneg?’ said Vins. “And how do you hide an Earth-sized
object from observation by..."

"Youvedonewdl,” sad Ramon Harburg Guthrie, “if you've taken the science with which we left you
and built space craft capable of coming al theway out here.” He sounded indulgent. “But that's not to
say that you've caught up with us. Welve been at it millennia. Y ou've only been independent a handful of
centuries. Left to your own devices for ahandful of centuries.”

Thelight was growing away behind the western horizon. The human'sface was ill indistinct. The object
he hed in hisright hand was il indigtinct. But inamoment it would be clearer. Vinswas shivering hard
now. It was very cold.

"That's no explanation, if you don't mind me saying 0,” he said, with little heaves of mis-emphasison
account of his shivering chest and his chattery teeth. The human didn't seem in the least incommoded by
the cold.

"It'snot aglobe,” hesaid. “It'smy world, and | builtit asl liked. It'snot for you. It's me-topia. You're
not supposed to be here.”

"It'sbeautiful and it'sempty, it'svoid. There aren't even deer or antelope or cows. How is that utopia?”

He was expecting the human to say each to hisown, or | prefer solitude or something like that. But he
didn't. He said: “Oh, my dearie, it'svoid on this sde. | haven't got round to doing anything with thisside.
Thereésworld enough and timefor that. But on the other side of the coin, it's crowded with fun and
interest.”

"The other 9dg,” said Vins.

"It'salittle over athousand miles across,” said Ramon Harburg Guthrie. “ So it's pretty much the biggest
coin ever minted. But it's not trillions of tonnes of matter; it'sathin circular sheet of dense-stuff, threaded
with gravity wiring. There's some digtortion. Y ou know, it appearsto go up at the rim, highlandsin al
directions, and on both sides, which isodd."

"Whichisodd,” repeated Vins. He didn't know why it was odd.

"It'sodd becauseit'sagravitationa effect. It's not that the rim isany thicker than any other place on the
disc. But the gravitationd bias helps keep the atmosphere from spilling over the sides, | suppose. | lost
interest in that awhile ago. And the centrd territories are flat enough to preserve the landscape dmost
exactly.”

"Preserve the landscape,” chattered Vins.

"I had it pressed into the underlying matter: the countries of my youth. That's on the other sde. On this
sideisthereverse of therecto. It's the anti-Europe. But landscaped, of course. Water and biomass and
air added; not just nude to space. No, no. It'sready. Sometime soon I'll live over thisside for awhile.”

"The anti-Europe,” said Vins. The cold seemed to be dowing histhought processes. He couldn't work it
out.



"Stamp an R in asheet of gold, and the other sde will have alittle—standing proud,” he said. * You know
that. Stamp avalley in one Side of asheet and you get a mountain on the other sde.”

Thelight was amost strong enough to see. That grey predawn light, so cool and fine and satiny.

"Stamp a homo neanderthalis out of the hominid base matter,” Ramon Harburg Guthrie said, asif
talking to himsdlf, “and you stamp out a backwards-facing homo sapiens on the verso.” This seemed to
amuse him. Helaughed, at any reate.

Vins put aknuckleto his eyes, and rubbed away some of the chill of the night. Hisfeatures
were—just—visblein the grey of the pre-dawn: along nose, small eyes, a sawn-off forehead and
eggshell cranium aboveit. Like acartoon-drawing of a sapiens. Like a caricature from aschoolbook. A
sretched out, dfinfigure. A porcelain and anorexic giant.

"Y ou're not welcome,” Guthrie said, onefina time. “Thisworld isforbidden to you and your sort. I'll find
your crewmates, and give them the sad news. But I'll dedl with you first, and I'm sorry to say it, because
I'm not abloodthirsty sort of fellow. But what can | do? But—trespassers—will be—' and heraised his
right hand.

Thiswas the moment when Vinsfound out for sure what that right hand contained. It was a wegpon, of
course; and Vinswas aready ahead of the action. He pushed forward on his muscular neanderthd legs,
moving straight for the human: but then he jinked hard as his sore ankle permitted him, ninety-degrees
right. The lurch forward was to frighten Ramon Harburg Guthrie into firing before he was quite ready; the
jink to the right was to make sure the projectile missed, and give him achance of making it to the long
grass.

But Ramon Harburg Guthrie was more level-headed than that. I1t'strue he cried out, alittle yelp of fear as
the bulky neandertha loomed up a him, but he kept his aim reasonably steady. The weapon discharged
with abooming noiseand Vins head rang like agong. There was adisorienting dash of pain across his
|eft temple and he span and tumbled, his bad ankle folding underneath him. Therewas agreat dedl of
pain, suddenly, out of nowhere, and his eyes weren't working. The sky had been folded up and propped
onitssde. It wasgrey, drained of life, drained of colour. But it wasn't on itsSide; Vinswaslying on the
turf beside the rock, and it was the angle a which he waslooking at it.

There was athrob. Thiswas more than a mere knock. It was a powerful, skull-clenching throb.

Neverthelesswhen Ramon Harburg Guthrie'sleg appeared in Vins' line of Sght, a the sameright-angle
asthe sky, he knew what it meant. Thiswas no timeto be lying about, lounging on the floor, waiting for
the coup-de-grace of another projectile in the—

Hewas up. He put dl hismuscular strength into the legp, and it was certainly enough to surprise Ramon
Harburg Guthrie. Vins shoulder, coming up like apiston upstroke, caught him under the chin, or against
the chest, or somewhere (it wasn't easy to see); and there was an ooph soundin Vins |eft ear. He
brought his heavy right arm round as quick as he could, and there was a soggy impact of fist on flesh.
Not surewhich part of flesh; but it was asofter flesh than Vinssthick-skin-pdlt. It wasamorefragile
bone than the thick stuff that congtituted Vinss brain pan. Although, as he had said, the thickness didn't
mean that there was any compromisein size.

The next thing that happened was that Vins heard arushing noise. He looked where Ramon Harburg
Guthrie had been, and there was only athread, string wet and heavy with black phlegm, and it wobbled
asif blown in the dawn breeze, and when Vinslooked up he saw this string attached to the shape of a
flying human mae. The gtring broke and then another spooled down, angling now because the flying man
(propelled by whatever powerpack he was wearing, whatever deviceit wasthat lifted him away from the



pull of the artificid gravity) wasflying away to the north.

Stunned by his grazed head it took Vins a second to figure out what he was seeing. The string wasa
drool of blood faling from awound he, Vins, had inflicted on the head of Ramon Harburg Guthrie.
“Clearly,” he said doud, as he put afinger to his own head-wound, “clearly he's sill conscious enough to
be operating whatever fancy equipment is helping him fly away.” Hisfingers came away jammy with red.

"Clearly | didnt hit him hard enough.”

The sun was up now. In the new light Vinsfound the gun that, in his pain and shock, and in hishurry to
get away, Ramon Harburg Guthrie had dropped.

Thesxthmorning

Whilt the figure of the sspienswas Hill vishble, just, in the northern sky Vins hurried ingde the shuttle; he
pulled out somefood, thefirst aid pack, some netting. It al went into a pack, together with the gun.

When he came out the sapiens was nowhere to be seen.
His head was hurting. His ankle was hurting.

He hurried away through the long grass, following the path that Murphy had originaly made. He didn't
want to leave anew trail, one that would (of course!) be obvious from the air; but he didn't want to loiter
by the shuttle. Who knew what powers of explosive destruction Ramon Harburg Guthrie could bring
screaming out of the sky? It was hisworld, after al.

There were anumber of lone trees growing high out of the grass before the forest proper began, and
Murphy's old track passed by one of these. Vins|et the first go, stopped at the second. He clambered
into the lower branches, and shuffled aong the bough to ensure that the leaves were giving him cover. He
scanned the sky, but there was nothing.

There wastime, now, to tend to himsdlf. He pulled a pure-pad from the first aid and stuck it to the side of
his head, feding with hisfinger first. A hole, éliptically shaped, like the mouth of ahollow reed cut
dantways across. Blood was pulsing out of it. Blood had gone over the left of hisface, glued itsdlf into his
S x-day-beard, made a plasticky mat over his cheek. He must look asight. But he was dive.

He ate some food, and drank more than he wanted; but it wouldn't do to dehydrate. Exsanguinations
provoke dehydration. He knew that. He was a scientist.

The leaves on the tree were plump, dark-green, cinque-foil. There were very many of them, and they
rubbed up against one another and trembled and buzzed in the breeze. The sky was ahigh blue, clear
and pure.

* k x %

Thesixth afternoon
He dozed. The day moved on.

He heard somebody approaching, tramping lustily out of the forest. Presumably not Ramon Harburg
Guthrie then.

It was Murphy. He could hardly have been making abigger racket. Vins strong fingers pulled up a
chunk of bark from the bough upon which he rested, and when Murphy came undernesth the tree he



threw it down upon him.

"Quiet,” he hissed. “Y ou want to get uskilled?

"No call to throw pebblesat me,” said Murphy, in ahurt voice, his head back.
"It was bark, and it was called for. Come up here and be quick and be quiet.”

* * * %

When he was up, and when Murphy had gotten past the point of repeating “What happened to your
head? What did you do to your head? There's blood al over your head"—Vins explained.

Murphy thought about this. “ It makes sense.”

"Where did you get to, anyway?"

"l wasexploring!” cried Murphy, in alarge, saf-judtifying voice.
"Kegp quiet!”

"Y ou're not the captain, and neither you aren't,” said Murphy. “Y ou're not the oneto tell me don't go
exploring. Are we scientists? I've been down to the sea, to where the surf grinds thunder out of the
beach. All manner of shellsand...” He stopped. “ Thisfdler shot you?'

"It'shisworld."
Hepeered close at Vins head. “ That's some trepanning he's worked on you. That's some hole.”

"Hemadeit, and he sayswe're not alowed here. Hell kill dl four of us. We can't afford to be blundering
about."

"He's threatening murder. That would be murder.”

"It surdy is”

"Andishe” asked Murphy, “not concerned to be committing murder upon us?'
"He's homo sapiens,” said Vins. 1 told you."

"And so you did. It'shard to take in. But it explains...” Hetrailed off.

"What doesit explan?'

"Thisisan artefact, of courseit is. Thet'll be the strange sky, that'll explain it. The stars don't move, or
hardly, because it doesn't rotate. The sun—that'll be an orbiting device; flying itsway around and about.
Maybe amirror—maybe a crysta globe refracting sunlight to produce avariety of effects.” He seemed
pleased with himsdf. “ That explainsalot.”

"Y ou sound like Edwards,” said Vins.
"Don't you beinsulting my family namein suchwise fashion!”

"It'sathousand miles across,” said Vins. “It'saflat disc. | don't know how he generatesthe gravity. It's
clearly not by mass."

"So you met an actud breathing homo sapiens?’ asked Murphy, as one might ask you met a unicorn?



you met a cyclops?
"I think,” said Vins, “that he was expecting meto ... | don't know. To worship him asagod.”

Murphy hooped with laughter, and then swallowed the noise before Vins could shush him. “Why on
sweet wide water would he want such athing?’

"He said that he—he said that they—uplifted us,” said Vins. “Brought us out of the evolutionary dustbin,
that sort of thing. Taught usthe language. Left ustheir culture, save usthe bother of spending thousands
of years making our own. He wasimplying, | think, that we owed them.”

"Did you ever read Frankenstein's monster's story? That's a homo sapiens way of thinking,” said
Murphy. “Theré's something dien in dl that duty, indebtedness, belatedness, you-owe-me rubbish. But
what you should've said to him, what you should have said, is: my right and respectfulness, gir, didn't
Shakespeare uplift you out of the aesthetic blankness of the middle ages? Didn't Newton uplift you out of
the ignorance of the dark ages, give you the power to fly the spaceways? Do you worship Newton asa
god? Course you don't—you say thank you and tap at your brow with your knuckles and you move on.

"Itsdl adimage,” agreed Vins. He wasreferring to the elder age. It was something in the past, like the
invention of the whed or the smelting of iron, but only afew cranks spent too much time bothering about
it. Too much to do.

"How could you fail to move on? What sort of a person would you be? An ancestor-worshipper, or
something like that."”

"They withdrew from theworld,” said Vins. “It's vacant possession. It'sours, now. All therainy, stony
paces of it."

"And | say thisisthe same, this place we've stumbled into. | say this murphytopiaisthe same case—it's
vacant possesson.”

Hewas quiet for awhile. Vinswas scanning the sky through the branches, looking for devicesin the sky.
Panesand such.

"l say it'soursand | say the hdl with him,” said Murphy, rolling hisfist through the air .
"Here,” repeated Vins. “It's forbidden us. He saysit's forbidden to us."

"He says?’ boomed Murphy, climbing up on hislegs on the bough to shout the phrase at the
manufactured sky. “And who's he to stop us?'

"Will you hush?” snapped Vins.

The sky was a clear watercolour wash from high dark blue to the pink of the low eastern sky. There
were afew thready horizonta clouds, like loose strands of straw. The sunitself; or whatever deviceit
wasthat circled the world to reflect sunlight upon it, wasasmdl circle of chilli-pepper red.

"It isbeautiful here,” said Murphy, sitting down again on the turf.
"It'smild,” agreed Vins.

"Doesthat mean that those old children's stories are true?” Murphy asked. “ About them, and messing up
the climate, and just walking away?'

"Who knows?'



"But thisiswhat bugsme,” said Murphy. “If they had the—if they have the capacity to build whole new
worlds, likethisone, and provideit with abeautiful climate, you know, why not smply sort out the
climate on Earth? Why not reach their godlike fingersinto the ocean flow and the air-stream and dabble a
bit and return the Earth to atemperate climate?!

Vinsdidn't answer thisat first; didn't think it was realy addressed to him. But Murphy wouldn't let it go.

"Left the mess and just ran away. Cold and snow and rain and deserts of broken rock. That's downright
irrespongble. Why not mend the mess they'd made? Why not?"

"l suppose,” said Vins, reluctantly, “it's easier to manage amodd like this one. Even alargescae modd,
likethisone. The climate of the whole Earth—that's a chaotic system, isn't it? That's not asimple circular
body of ar athousand miles across, that's athree-dimensiona vortex tends of thousands of milesarc by
arc. Big dumb object, hecdled it."

"He?'

"Maybethey can't crack the problem of controlling chaotic systems, any more than we can. He isthe
homo sapiens | met. When | said he cdled it that, | meant Ramon Harburg Guthrie caled it that.”

"Doesn't sound very godlike at al."

"No."

"And doesn't excuse them from fleeing their mess.”
"l wasn't suggesting that it did.”

"And what were you suggesting?"

Vins coughed. “I'll tell you—I'll say what I'm suggesting. Ramon Harburg Guthrie said thet the elder
sapiens, the wedlthiest thousands, fled throughout the system. They built themsdlveslittle private utopias
of al shapesand sizes. They're living there now, or their descendents are. But these should be our lands.
Why would we struggle on with the wastelands and theice—or,” and he threw his hands up, “or Mars,
for crying-in-the-wilderness, Mars?’ He spoke as an individua who had lived two full termson Mars:
once during his compulsory military training and once during his scientific education. He knew whereof he
spoke: the extraordinary cold, the barrenness, the dow and stubborn progress of colonisation. “Why
would we betrying to bully alife out of Mars, of dl places, if the systlem islittered with private paradises
like this one?"

"I likethe cut of your jib, the shape of your thinking, young Vins,” said Murphy, saluting him and then
shaking his hand. “But what of the man who scratched your head, there? What of that bold sapiens
-fellow himsdf?*

"Hethinks heshunting us,” said Vins. There was something nearly sadnessin hisvoice, a species of
regret. “He doesn't yet redise.” He pulled the gun out of the bag.

* * % %

They sat for awhilein silence. From time to time Murphy would go “Remind me what were waiting for,
here?’ and Vinswould explain it again. “Hell come back,” he said. “Hell get his skull bandaged, or get it
healed-up with some high-tech magic-ray, | don't know. But helll be back. He hasto diminate al four of
us before we can put amessage where others can hear it."

"And shouldn't we be doing that? Putting the message out there for others to know where we are—to



know that such a place as here even exigs?'
"That would require usto stay...” prompted Vins.
"Stay inthe shuttle,” said Murphy. “1 see. So you reckon hell? Y ou think hell?!

"What would you do? He came before with some sort of persond flying harness, like askyhook. And a
handgun. Hell come back heavier. Hell hit the ship firg, to shut that door firm.”

"But | guesswe aready tried the radio. Broadcast, | mean. But who'd be listening? Who'd be monitoring
this piece of sky? Nobody.” He picked some bark from the bough and crumpled it to papery shards
between his strong fingers. “1 suppose,” he continued, “that this homo sapiens fdler, he's not to know
how long we've been here. For al he knowswe just crashed here, this morning. Or we've been herea
month.”

"Hell haveto take his chances,” agreed Vins. “HEll come back and hammer the ship, smash and dint it
intothedirt.”

"Thenwhat?'

"There are severa waysit could go. If he's smart, if he were as smart as me, held lay waste to the whole
area. 1'd scorch the whole thousand square mile area.™

"But helivesherd"

"Helives on the other side. He don't need here. But he won't do that. He's attached to it, he's
sentimentally connected with the landscape. 1ts beauty. With its vacuity and its possibility. Hewon't do
that. So, if hessmart, helll do the second best option.”

"Whichiswha?'

"Hell wait until dark, and then overfly the area with the highest-power infrared detection he can muster.
Hed pick out our body heet. Or, at least, it would be hard for usto disguise that.”

"You think hell do that?'

Vinsbared histeeth, and then sedled hislipsagain. “No, | don't think so. Hell want to hunt us straight
down. Hell blow the ship and then come galloping down these paths weve trailed through the long grass.
Héll try and hunt us down. Hell have armour on, probably. Big guns. Hell have big guns with fat
barrels”

"Other people? Other sapiens?'

"That,” said Vins, “isthered question. That'sthe crucia thing. He called thisworld me topia. Does that
suggest to you, Murphy, asolitary individua, living perhaps with afew upgraded cats and dogs, maybe a
meta-mickey or two?'

"l'veno notion."

"Or doesit suggest a population of athousand sapiens, or a hundred thousand, living in the clean open
gpaces on thefar side of this disc—living amedieval Europe, perhaps? Riding around dressed in silk and
hunting the white Sag?"

"I'veredly no notion."



"And neither havel. That'll bewhat we find out."

"You'rearegular strategos,” said Murphy, and he whistled through histwo front teeth. “ A red strategic
thinker. Y ou're wasted in the sciences, you are. And then?”

"Then?'
"Thenwhat?'

"Wdll,” said Vins. “That'll depend, of course. If it'sjust him, | don't see why we don't take the whole
placeto ourselves. Theresalot of fertile ground here, alot of settlement potentia for people back home.
Andif it'smore than just him—"

"Maybethefar sdeiscrawling with homo sapiens.”

"Maybeitis. But this side isn't. We could pile our own people onto this side of the world and see what
happens. Seeif we can arrive at an understanding. Who knows? That's along way in the future” He
peered through the leaves at the lustre of the meadows, the beaming waters, the warm blue sky.

* * * %

Murphy dozed, and was not woken by the brittle sound of something scratching along the sky. But he
was awoken by the great basso profundo whumph of the shuttle exploding; amonstrous booming; a
squat eggshaped mass of fire that mottled and clouded almost at once with its own smoke, and pushed a
stalk of black up and out into an umbrella-shape in the sky. Some moments | ater the tree shook heartily.
After that there was the random percussion and thud of bits of wreckage damming back to earth.

Murphy almost fell out of thetree. Vinshad to grab him.

Their ship was a crater now, and a scattering pattern of gobbets of plasmetd flowing into the sky a
forty-five degrees and crashing down again to earth at forty-five degrees, the petal-pattern dl around the
central destruction.

"Look,” Vins hissed.

A ship, shaped like the deek head of agreyhound, flew through, banked, and landed a hundred yards
from the crater. It gected asingle figure, and lifted off again.

The sound of the explosion was dill rumbling intheair.

"Wasthat our ship?’ said Murphy, supidly. “Did he just destroy our—"
"Shush, now,” said Vins, inalow voice. “That'shim."

"Then who'sflying the ship?"

"It'l be another sapiens, or else an automatic system, that hardly matters. The ship will circle back there,
in case Edwards or Sinclair are nearby and come running out to see what the noiseis. But helll come
after us. He knows | won't be fooled by—" And even asVins was speaking the figure, armoured like an
inflated figure, like aman made of tyres, turned its head, and selected one of the trails through the grass
and garting trotting dongit.

"That'sabig gun hes carrying,” Murphy pointed out. “He's coming thisway with avery big gun.”

"He's coming thisway,” sad Vins, taking the pistol out of his sack and prepping it, “with hiseggshell skull
and hisduggy reactions.”



"What are you going to do?’ asked Murphy.

"Do you think hell ook upwards as he comes under thistree?!
" don't know."

"Don't you?'

"And if you kill him, what then?'

"I hope not to kill him, not to kill him straight off,” said Vins, inascientific voice. “I'll need him to get that
plane to come down so we can useit.”

He was coming down the path. Vins and Murphy waited in the tree, waiting for him to pass benegth
them—or for him to notice them, the two of them, in the tree and shoot them down.

He was armoured, of course. He came closer.

Maybe that's the way it goes. It's hard for me to be, from this perspective, sure. Indeed it's hard,
sometimes, to tell the difference between the two different sorts of human. These neanderthdls, after dl,
are not created ex nihilo viasome genetically engineered miracle. They were ordinary sapiens adapted
and enhanced, strengthened, given more endurance, the better to carry on living on their home world.
Wouldn't you like greater strength, more endurance? Of course you would. Y ou stay-at-home, you.
Sentimentally attached to where you happen to be, that's you. The same people as the sapiens. Doesit
matter if they come swarming al over Guthrie's bubblewrapped world? Isthat a better, or aworse,
eventudlity to that place remaining the rich man's private fiefdom?

It'sdl lotos.

* * * %

The saventh day

The sunroseinthewed, asit did. Clouds clung about the lower reaches of the sky like the froth on the
lip of agigantic ceramic bowl: white and frothy and stained hither and thither with touches of cappuccino
brown.

The grasdands rgjoiced in the touch of the sun. | say rejoiced in the strong sense of the word. Light
passed through redity filters. Wind passed over the shafts of grass, moving them, pausing, moving again,
but light passed through them. Wind made alullaby song of hushes, and then paused to make even more
eloquent moments of sllence. But the light shone right through. Light passed through two profound redlity
filters. Thisis photons. These are photons. Photons were dways aready rushing faster than massfrom
the surface of the sun. They were passing through ahunk of crysta in the sky, modified with various other
minerals and smart-patches, and were deflected onto the surface of the world. This globe served the
world asitsillumination. The photons passed again through the dender sheathes of green and ydlow,
those trillions of close-fitting rubber brickswe call cdlls; cdls stacked multiply-layered and rippled out in
al directions, gathered into supergtructures if magnificent length and fragility; and in every single cdll the
light chanced through matter and came alive, dive, with the most vibrant and exhilarating and ecstatic
thrumming of the spirit. That'swhereit'sa. Thelight, the trand ucence of matter, the inflection of the
photons, the grasssinging, and just &fter.



