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Mr Sunshine
The rain pours down, cascading off the gargoyle’s head, flowing past stone claws, dropping in streams to resume its fall. A hand reaches up, grabs the gargoyle confidently, holds tightly. The hand is protected by a leather glove. It only has three long fingers.
A thin body pulls itself upwards over the side of the roof, lies panting.
I’ve never met a gargoyle I don’t love. It’s the passion that goes into intentionally creating something ugly, I think. I can understand that kind of passion.
The man rests for a moment, looks over the side of the building at the engorged river below. The gargoyle is over a hundred storeys above the ground. It was a long climb; the intruder is tired. He doesn’t rest for long. He pulls open a hatch in the roof, drops through, disappears.
A little about me? Locked doors are my friend, rain my accomplice, darkness my ally.
The thin intruder crawls through air vents too small for a man, making his way quickly through the tight spaces like he was born to them. He moves through grills that should be locked, opens grates meant to be welded shut. It is a silent invasion, an impossible incursion into the building’s secret places.
I like long walks on the beach at dusk, old Gothic-style houses, art museums. I don’t like chilli.
He opens a panel beneath him, drops down into the room below. He looks like a scarecrow’s ghost, impossibly slim, tall, ragged. The room is alarmed in a hundred different ways; his entry goes unnoticed. He walks in bursts of quick movement that are inelegant, cautious, sudden. He sees a camera filming him, turns his back to it with disdain. Security equipment worth millions of dollars watches without issue as he opens the door they guard, slips through.
My picture doesn’t resolve on camera. I don’t know why.
There are more cameras, alarms, locked doors. They are nothing to him, insubstantial as shadows.
My skills suit unsavoury tasks. For the last two years I have worked for the company. You may think you know who I am talking about. You are wrong.
He is an intruder here, a virus in the building’s soul. He walks down a long corridor. As he does so a door opens, a security guard walks out. The thin man pushes himself against a wall, watches the guard walk past, close enough to touch. The guard is lucky in his ignorance.
My favourite artist is Michelangelo, my favourite colour: dark green.
The intruder enters a room filled with computers. For a second the sight overwhelms him. He spends a minute deciding which computer is his target. He picks one near the centre of the room, walks over, inserts a small chip into its side.
I hate computers; my love is for marble, not silicon.
The computers hum as they argue. He waits patiently for the electronic war to end. The computer beeps twice; it is done. He pulls the chip out, pockets it, makes for the door. As he turns the computer lights flash red; malevolent eyes that watch his exit. He is let down by his electronic ally; he doesn’t realise this straight away. The alarms are silent, the guards waiting for him in the corridor. They open fire without warning, the bullets falling towards him like a cloudburst of steel droplets.
I am thin, tall, athletic, pessimistic. I like greyhounds. My sister says I look like one. I could be so lucky.
Somehow the guards hit nothing except the walls behind their target. Then the man is amongst them, his long arms flailing in wild strokes that send even the bulkiest guard flying. The intruder pulls open a door at random, enters into what must be a meeting room. There is a large window overlooking the river. He eyes the flowing river below him warily. The water is deep, black, fast.
More guards burst into the room. This time some of the bullets find him, driving him against the window as bullets explode through it. The man slumps down, seemingly dead. There is no blood, no movement, no resistance. The guards stop shooting. A man in a silver suit pushes past them, swears loudly, pulls out a gun. This weapon is different; there is real danger here. The scarecrow man moves his head so quickly that the first bullet misses. Then he is up, rising, ducking under the second, taking the third in his chest with a sound of metal tearing through wood.
He reaches a decision, throws himself at the damaged window, crashes through it. This is not the exit he had hoped for. He falls with the glass around him as bullets bite at his feet.
Some people in my position can rely on gadgets to save them.
The glass brushes him as they fall together towards the water.
There may be some who can fly, for whom falling holds no fears.
He is weightless for an eternity, the darkness around him lit by his reflections on the glass, the air whispering secrets in his ears.
Some might even have a team waiting in the wings to rescue them.
The dark waters fly towards him. He falls, face-first, towards them.
I am not like these people. I am not blessed like they are.
He readies himself for the flood of pain, the cold in and around his body, the burn of water in his lungs.
All I can do is jump, hoping to hit the water.
The river steals him from the sky with barely a splash, swallowing his body and its glass escorts in a second. The river will be searched. Not even the glass will be found.
 

* *
 

Rain fell in heavy waves, drenching the hard ground until it became a marsh, a swamp, a river. A small hill rises out of the marsh. On it stands the only structure in this forgotten corner of the Earth: a ramshackle dome made from corrugated iron, dead trees, old tarpaulins. There is light inside, spilling through the many cracks into the wet night. This is a dark place, a dangerous place, a forgotten place. It is also a place of creation.
I never know what my work will be before I see the stone. Like Michelangelo said, you see an angel in the stone, carve to set it free. This next stone is my largest ever.
A figure stands alone inside the rickety dome shell, staring at the large stone before him. The stone is marble, his favourite. It towers over him. Large lanterns hang from the roof, casting light on to the marble. The tall sculptor holds a chisel in one hand, a hammer in the other. He stands so still that he might be rock himself. For hours he simply watches the stone, hardly breathing.
The stone is good. I can see the shape of its soul. I can see the shape of my first strokes. I can see what the stone will look like after a day, a week, a month.
The sculptor walks forward clumsily, his tall frame awkward. The chisel is set to stone, the hammer falls. The first piece of marble to fall is small, significant, soon lost amongst its brothers. The sculptor is dressed in dark rags. He is thin. His hammer falls quickly, confidently. His strength defies his slender arms, his technique contrasts to his clumsy walk.
I like it here, in the wild. It is peaceful here, quiet. Even the radio waves shun this place.
The sounds of rain are interrupted by the irregular bite of steel on stone. There are no other sounds; he works in perfect seclusion. His small family know how he works, his few friends accept that isolation is necessary for his art. His employers might try to contact him, in an emergency. He hasn’t made it easy for them.
He works relentlessly, untiring. After twelve hours of carving he sits, eats a small meal. Rain creeps through the cracks in his shelter, dripping down to visit. He is pleased by this, for the rain is his muse. It forms puddles around his feet. He uses it to draw mud pictures in the dirt floor.
When I was young, my foster parents introduced me to a hundred different arts, crafts, hobbies. They were worried about me; they wanted me to be normal. I picked up my first chisel when I was six years old, five foot tall.
His work sells for millions, if he lets it. His best work decorates his home town, which has become famous. He lends his elegance to places he loved best, such as his parents’ garden. His local library received beautiful statues; his old school did not. Occasionally his works are stolen temporarily. The company makes sure that the thieves feel the full extent of his displeasure.
He is rich, brilliant, lonely.
Creation is a mysterious thing, even to me. Inspiration comes -or doesn’t- at its own speed. Stone sings to me, canvas is silent, paper mute. I take stone’s gift with gratitude, respect.
The stone begins to take shape as he works, its form flowing for him. He can see the shapes in the stone, works to reveal them. The rain beats a pattern on the roof. He stops at midnight, eats a small dinner, returns to work. He rests for an hour at dawn, dreams of past sculptures. He wakes, eats, works until midnight, rises before dawn.
This continues for days; his arms begin to ache. The stone sings to him as he works. His creation begins to take shape. The carving slows; he cannot afford to make any mistakes. He uses a smaller chisel.
He works until dawn on the seventh day, then stops. He is exhausted; the shape in the stone is finally revealed. There will be more work to do soon, much more. He will add the details later, polish the stone. For now it is enough; he must rest.
It may take a year to finish this work. It may take longer. My other skills are in high demand, despite my wishing otherwise.
The rains beat a new rhythm, uneven, unhappy. The sculptor hears the roar of an engine in the distance. A kilometre away, a dark four-by-four struggles through thick mud. The sculptor waits patiently for his visitor.
My handlers come calling. There will be no rest for me tonight; I am not pleased. My stone will wait unfinished for me.
The car battles valiantly towards the dome. The driver is desperate; it must be an emergency. A young man exits the car, bangs on the dome’s door. It opens on the third blow.
He isn’t someone I know. This is interesting, suspicious, worrying. I hope the company hasn’t decided to let me go. They don’t say goodbye nicely.
“I’m from the company,” he says, answering the unasked question.
He has the company’s mark. Not a field agent, perhaps a technician. The agent looks awkward, as well he should. He knows he is playing in a dangerous league.
“Your sister sent me. One of the company’s people has disappeared.”
The sculptor stares down at the agent as if wondering what soul he could carve free from the man’s body. It is unnerving, overpowering, comforting. The young man knows that this is the terror he will be relying on.
He doesn’t even have a gun. All company men carry guns. Perhaps he knows that his bullets are wasted on me? Most men would carry one for the false comfort it gives them.
The man shows the sculptor two ID books. The first is his own, showing him to be a medium level analyst.
Perhaps he is my new handler, as my last one took early retirement. I was pleased: we didn’t work well together. When I crawled out of the river he didn’t even try to dress my wounds. He was worried I would contaminate him.
The second booklet belongs to the missing person. There is a photo in it of a woman with dark, curly hair. She is wearing glasses, a wedding ring, a smile. The sculptor reads the lines of concern on the young man’s face. They are traumatic, serious, deep. It is his wife that has been taken. The company has given him the best assistance they can offer. They look after their own.
I love my family, preferably from a distance. My foster parents did their best. My sister is loud, brash, rude, unkind. She has found her way into the employment of the same troubled souls as I. My sister knows it is not in my nature to turn this matter away.
The silence is broken only by the rain as it sings a soft goodbye to the sculptor. An age goes past before the sculptor nods briefly, turns to pack away his tools. The agent finally relaxes a little, takes a moment to see my work.
The stone has become a man: naked, muscular, contorted. His lower body is still in the stone; the man is struggling free from it, hacking at it with a crude hammer. The man, his tools, his features, are all carved from the stone of his birth. The statue’s body looks tired as it works at its task, so lifelike that he expects to see its breath in the cold air.
The details are missing, particularly around the face. The stone is unfinished, raw, breathtaking.
 

* *
 

The storm beats angrily against the stone tower perched precariously on a rocky spire. The spire stands alone in the ocean, the tower a relic of an ancient empire. The tower had once served as a lighthouse in these troubled waters, now it is dark. The waves beat at the spire angrily, trying to tear it down. The tower is an insult to the oceans, a mar on their skin, an isolated stronghold of solidity in a world of fluid motion.
There are only three ways into the tower. The first is by boat, the second by chopper. This night is too rough for either. The third way is hard, hard, hard.
The waters are too rough to swim. The storm is surely too strong to challenge in its own domain. To bet everything on the strength of muscle, tendon, ligament would be to risk all on folly. The tower guards believe themselves safe from intrusion.
They are wrong; there is a figure in the water.
I swim, trying not to think of the monsters beneath me. I hope they aren’t hungry. The rain falls around me, encouraging, invigorating, lost in the waves.
His stick-like body is a stranger in the water, unwelcome. His body slides through the water as if he were crawling through mud. The waves push it, pull it, attack it every way they can. The body won’t sink; its progress is slow, relentless. The wind howls, the body crawls, the tower waits.
It took me three days to track down the abducted woman. That in itself is a message. The company aren’t without their own resources; they only need me for exceptional circumstances.
He reaches the bottom of the spire. The waves try to dash him against the stone, a last attempt to destroy this unwanted intruder. The swimmer leaps from the water, rides a wave meant to crush him, catches on a thin stone ledge. The swimmer is dressed in loose, dark clothes. He begins to climb immediately, pulling himself away from the angry water. His body is impossibly tall, thin, strong. He climbs like he swims, crawling up slippery stone, grasping at treacherous seagrasses growing along the cliff. The waves roar beneath him.
There was no reason for the woman to be taken other than to get my attention. So, I am crawling into a trap. My sister doesn’t know this, my superiors do.
The climber moves slowly, never stopping, never slipping. It takes an hour to reach the brickwork at the bottom of the tower. He pauses there, rests. The tower is large enough to house a hundred men. It has few windows, one entrance. There is no light in the tower. The climber picks out the silhouette of a window half way up the tower. The window is tiny, barred, perfect.
I hate being away from my work. My sister says my obsession makes me cold, hard, like the stone I carve. The company prefers me this way.
He pulls the bars off the window silently. The hardened steel bends like soft plastic beneath his fingers, falls away silently. The window is too narrow for a man to climb through; he pushes through somehow, drops silently to the ground. There are three beds inside the room. One is occupied by a sleeping man, a gun set beside him.
I owe the company. My debt is complex, deep, unacceptable. I work to be free of them. My sister doesn’t know this. She thinks the company is marvellous. It saved her life once, she always reminds me.
The thin figure examines the sleeping guard. He checks his gun, subtly sabotages it, replaces it. He passes a three-fingered hand lightly over the guard’s face to keep him sleeping. The guard is carrying ammunition capable of killing the intruder. This is rare, dangerous, informative. This trap is lethal, this game will end in death. The intruder exits the room, passes through the dark corridors, a shadow in a world of shadows, unnoticed.
These guards are killers, the best of the best. Some nearly notice me, some almost hear me. They were told I would come in a storm; they don’t believe it could be this one.
He hunts as he searches. He traps sleeping guards in their dreams, stalks those awake. He is a haunting ghost, a skeletal hunter.
They come to realise that I am amongst them. They expect me, for what little good it does them.
The guards patrol in pairs, fight well, disappear quickly. The invader finds the abducted woman in a cell on the lowest floor. She is asleep, safe, oblivious. He leaves her, continues hunting. There is only one locked door in the tower on the top floor. He ignores it.
There will be no rescue while the storm rages, the guards patrol, the trap sits unsprung. I will crawl on the ceiling, creep along the walls. I will stalk them in the shadows, drag them into the darkness.
Nothing stands against him. The last handful of guards cluster together for safety, a herd of hardened men trembling with fear. They know what he is. He shuts them down with a grenade made from light itself. It works; their shots are distracted, wild, wide. Only one manages to hit him. The bullets bite with familiar pain, knock him backward. The intruder is prepared for this. He ducks, rolls, throws a small stone at the gunman. The stone hits the shooter gently in the chest. He falls, stays down.
Those bullets hurt. If I could bleed I would be dead.
The thin intruder searches his opponents thoroughly, finds only bullets, two keys, coins. He takes the coins. The woman is safe, stuck. The storm roars across the sky. He walks to the top of the tower, stares at the last locked door. There are cameras watching the door.
I can be patient.
He waits for an hour. The door swings open. He enters. The room is empty.
I’m safe for as long as the rain falls above me. The rain is my safeguard, my ally, my friend.
Silence falls suddenly. The absence of noise startles him. The storm has died. He knew it would. Help is minutes away; the woman is safe. There is more, worse, distressing. The rain has stopped completely.
The patter of rain has fallen silent. I cannot remember a time when the rain didn’t call to me, watch over me, protect me!
Friendly laughter echoes across the room. A camera on a robotic arm turns towards him. He moves. The camera tracks him. There is more laughter. It is charming, kind. It scares him.
“I finally get to see the thing that has been such a thorn in my side!” the voice declares excitedly, “with a little help from my friendly weather controller.”
I don’t know who this man is. He can stop the rain, my lifeline, my friend. I don’t want to die today.
“I don’t like you,” says the voice happily.
I cannot escape.
The topmost storeys of the tower explode. The woman is safe, her rescuer’s scarecrow body is thrown into the sky.
 

* *
 

A helicopter searches across the ocean, circling, darting, rising, falling. It is one of many in the air. The company is looking for lost treasure, no stone will go unturned. They defy the laws meant to restrain them, they search with every tool at their disposal. There will be a price, they will pay it gladly. The missing agent is too dangerous to let free, too valuable to let lie. He is the company’s ace, their silver bullet, their last resort.
A powerful foe wants him dead. This alone makes his recovery vital.
I am asleep, resting, drifting. I am cold yet comfortable. Do I dream? Am I a dream myself? It is hard to focus.
This search involves stranger forces than men in flying metal. Winged creatures search the waters from above, green serpents beneath. Eyes watch the waters from far away through means mundane, magical, electrical. There is little hope.
One whirling metal bird sees something in the water, drops, hovers. There is a splash as a body enters the water. A struggle amongst the waves; two bodies are pulled out.
I can hear voices in my dreams. They are talking about me, to me, around me. My head hurts. I don’t know where I am, only that I am in trouble. Did someone slip chilli into my food? I don’t remember.
The body is broken, waterlogged, motionless. The medics cannot do anything with him. Needles break on his skin, his chest is still, his skin cold. There is no pulse. They are told this is normal; they shake their heads in despair.
Insects bite at my skin. I am young again, too tall for comfort, too awkward for sympathy. My sister teases me. She tells me that one day she will be a model. We play with the family greyhound. We are happy.
The chopper lands on a private estate in the country. The airfield is unregistered. The pilots are taken aside after landing, blindfolded, interrogated. Their work this night will earn them either rapid promotion or death. The body is dragged across wooden floors into an empty room, dropped.
Two men enter. One opens a briefcase, pulls out a long syringe. The other man holds the body down. The syringe is wooden. It enters his body smoothly. They talk quietly, discussing rumours about their patient. They know little. The body stirs slightly.
There was a day when the rain fell in love with the soul of a tree. The rain woo’ed the tree, sang to it, blessed it. They had a child. The world is made of such unlikely liaisons. The rain’s brother, ocean, heard of the tree, became jealous. It ravaged across the land to destroy the tree. The destruction was indiscriminate, ripping up forests, tearing apart the very ground itself. The child survived, the tree did not. The rain took its son to safer places.
The syringe contains rain water. It enters his veins, calls to him. It is not enough. They leave him, their job done. His sister arrives, escorted by the company’s most senior leaders. They beg her to help. She has tears in her eyes, a letter in her hand. They argue over the letter’s contents. It is years old, written in elegant copperplate. It is his will.
I grew, learnt, became. The ocean forgot me, the rain did not. My human family were good to me. I will miss them; I am dying now. I have been killed by a smiling enemy, a wrathful uncle, a forgetful sister.
He is wrong; she has not forgotten. The company men are surprised by the force of her passion, insistence, anger. They shrug, pull the body outside. The body is heavy, too heavy. They drag him as best they can. One man finds a shovel, another picks a point in the ground. They bury him up to his shoulders, his head above the soil. They plant him like a tree, pat down the soil, wait. The sun rises, clouds march across the skies.
And it begins to rain.
 





Noah’s Park
“Don’t trip over the elephants,” warned Shaun.
I hadn’t noticed that that herd had come over to investigate the back of my bare calves. I froze as Shaun gently shooed them away. He was great with the animals, whereas I had only been working with them a few weeks and still felt like a clumsy titan.
The herd’s matriarch led her family away from us, so Shaun and I continued planting. The largest of the elephants came up to my knee, but the younger ones were so small that they could have fit in the palm of my hand. The Park’s smaller species of animals had an unfortunate habit of getting under foot, particularly the zebra. There had been heartbreaking accidents, which is why only the most conscientious workers were allowed to walk on the soil. Shaun and I were considered gentle enough to get by. We both went barefoot and gloveless, for the work was delicate and we would need all the senses at our disposal. We were planting a mixture of tree species in a small grove alongside a riverbed in the hope that they would flourish there.
I took a tree from the platform suspended next to my shoulder and dug gently in the soil with my small shovel. The tree, already half-grown, was the length of my forearm. It was a baobab, Adansonia digitata, and I planted it carefully in the soil. I picked up another tree from the platform. It was smaller than the ones I had already planted and covered in fruit. A few birds played amongst the branches, investigating its offerings even as I planted it. The next plant was a thorn tree, Acacia erioloba, and I had to handle it with care.
“Just a few more, and then a cuppa,” said Shaun.
Our morning’s work was almost complete. The trees we had planted were part of the Park’s scrubland, an area that was still under construction. The section was already covered with a mix of grasses, but we would need more diversity to keep the animals happy. First we would plant the large trees, and then move onto the bushes and smaller plants. Over time, some of the species might die off, but others would spread out across the land. Eventually the ecology would be totally self-sustaining, or at least that was the plan. The Park was small enough that it would probably always need our intervention on some level.
The trees were small and beautiful, each one a work of art. They were bonsais, but their diminutive forms were due to genetics rather than pruning and nurturing. There were over two hundred species of tree in the Park, and the labgardens were coming up with more on a regular basis. Planting trees was a delicate task, and it was made even more difficult by the animals’ curious intrusions. A couple of birds pecked at my hands inquisitively. I recognised them as some form of parrot, but they were too small and too fast for me to be sure about their species. The Park is full of life, and even I struggle to keep up with the different species.
A male lion roared nearby, scaring the birds away. I could see a couple of monkeys were already investigating the tree I had just planted. The vervet monkeys, Chlorocebus pytherythrus, were my favourite animals in the Park. Their antics made me laugh, and even the normally serious Shaun smiled as he saw them at their play.
As we planted our last trees Shaun waved for a pick up. The now-empty trays were pulled into the sky and replaced with the tethers that we attached onto loops on our harnesses. The tethers were in turn attached to the end of long ropes suspended from the Park’s ceiling. Shaun checked my attachments carefully, and then used his small radio to signal that we were ready. The Park’s sky was criss-crossed by metal rafters that supported a variety of small engines used to suspend and transport both supplies and people across the Park without interference. They were temporary; most would eventually be removed when the work was done.
The Park began to drop away as we were pulled upwards, revealing its shape to me as I flew away from it. The Park was set out as a long oval, one hundred and twenty-three metres wide and six hundred and twelve metres long. It was bordered by warm ocean water. The small trees and animals made it look much larger than that, and I experienced a tingle of vertigo as we pulled away. I felt like a god as I looked down on the tiny herds and forests.
The Park was just as beautiful from far above as it was from the ground. Ragged forests covered about a quarter of it, and the rest was scrubland and grassland. A few large hills were scattered throughout the Park, some of which were the origin for the streams and rivers which wound their way across the lands until they met the ocean. A couple joined up, forming a lake that became an estuary. The Park was dedicated mostly to savannah, and was home to a couple of herds of various herbivores and a pack of lions. A flock of birds took off from the estuary, possibly scared by the roaring of a hippo.
I could see herds of animals browsing across the grass, a small herd of elephants drinking at one of the rivers. I expected that the herd was a group of young males, and I made a mental note to check up on them as I was pulled up to a girder and climbed up onto one of the metal walkways that hung from the ceiling. The ceiling was a dome that encompassed the entire island and its surrounding waters. It peaked at twenty metres above the island, and we had to move carefully to ensure we didn’t fall. Any stumble would do incredible amounts of damage to the island and would certainly be fatal to us, too. Birds were rare up here, their presence discouraged by means I did not fully understand.
Shaun and I made our way across the ceiling until we reached a door set into its side. We were met there by Harry, another of the Park’s senior workers.
“You guys want to see something really special?” he asked us, clearly excited.
Working in the Park was one surprise after the other. I had been looking forward to my morning cuppa, but Harry’s excitement was contagious.
“This better be good,” Shaun grumbled good-naturedly.
“Prepare to be amazed, old timer,” answered Harry.
Shaun and I waited as Harry talked quickly on his radio to somebody hidden in a control room overlooking the island. Harry smiled at us and waved our attention over to the island. Nothing happened.
“Nothing’s happening,” I offered, and Shaun chuckled.
He stopped when he saw the curtains of thin mists falling from the dome down to the island. There was no wind to drive the rain across the island, but Harry promised us that it was at the top of his to-do list. We watched the rains for ten long minutes as they bathed the island. Each raindrop was tiny enough that it wouldn’t hurt the animals below. What looked to us like a light dusting probably felt like a monsoon to the animals. This was the first time rain had fallen on the Park, and many of the animals would be surprised by it.
It was brilliant work, and Harry was right to be proud of it. I knew Noah would approve.
“What’s the external weather like?” I asked Harry as we walked towards the staff room.
It was easy to forget that there was a world outside of the Park. The light levels were carefully regulated from within the dome, as was the temperature. Most days I didn’t see the natural sky at all, but I still liked to know what was out there. Harry gave a small shrug, as if the real world wasn’t terribly relevant.
“Couple of storms passing by, but we should miss the worst of it. We should still make the port on time.”
The Park was built on the top of a converted supertanker that Noah bought cheap when the oil industry went under. It was officially called Parkland 1 and was the largest of Noah’s fleet. The Parkland 1 was a member of the largest class of tanker built, over half a kilometre long. The Park and its surrounding ocean covered almost the entire surface, with the control tower and a helipad pushed right to the back of the ship. Due to its size, even the worst storms barely moved the ship. The animals may have felt the occasional ripple, but nothing to alarm them. Below the Park were the machinery and stores that keep the precious life alive, and a second level dedicated to marine and fresh water ecologies which, while beautiful, were not as impressive as the Park itself. There were also quarters for the ship’s hundred or so crew, and a number of storage and control rooms.
Noah didn’t believe in putting all his eggs in one basket, so I knew of at least one other ship being outfitted in a similar manner to the Parklands. If the fleet was large enough there would be no need for land-based labs or test areas. I wondered if that was Noah’s goal. He liked to be mobile.
“He sure does,” Shaun said when I offered this observation.
We watched as Harry poured five packets of sugar into his cup of coffee, tasted it, and poured in three more. Harry always had eight sugars with his coffee, so I was never sure why he bothered to taste after five. Shaun, who drank his coffee black and sugarless, looked on with disdain.
“What’s he like?” I asked, wondering if either man had actually met the elusive man who captained our enterprise.
I had read Noah’s wiki page before taking the job. There was little known about him, other than he was a master geneticist with seemingly infinite money. I wasn’t even sure that ‘Noah’ was his real name, and he only ever contacted me by email.
“Noah’s the most demanding person you will ever know,” said Shaun, finishing his coffee as he stood up to leave.
I had my own work to do, back in my office. I was fairly new to the ship and still got lost in the maze of corridors, so Harry offered to walk with me. We stopped outside my office, which was labelled “Dr Attenborough, Ecology”.
“Any relation?” Harry asked me as I opened the door.
It was a question I was familiar with.
“Sir David Attenborough was my great-great-great grandfather. He was the reason I became an ecologist, although by the time I graduated there was little enough ecology for me to work on. These days when I watch the documentaries I can list the animals now extinct. There were no lemurs left in Madagascar by the time I got there.”
It was a sobering thought for both of us.
“But I’ll show you what I’m working on,” I offered.
We sat down in my little office, Harry on my chair and me on the corner of my desk. I opened up the latest list of animals in the Park.
“There are eighteen species of mammal in the park, twelve birds, eight reptile, twenty-seven insect, ten fish, two amphibian. I keep telling Noah that we need more insects, but apparently they are a challenge. Some species don’t flourish in the Park, and we have to keep rereleasing them. The insects are the worst, but the mammals always do well,” I explained.
Harry was inspecting some of the animal figurines that littered my desk. Each has some significance to me, and I had printed most of them myself on various 3D sculpting devices. Harry was young, so it was fairly likely that there were some he didn’t recognise. He picked up a female praying mantis and turned it over in his hands like it was an alien artefact. I was familiar with many of the Mantodea species from my teaching work as a university academic. I used them to teach my students about predator-prey dynamics. My undergraduates thought that watching a glass cage of the mantis was wonderfully wild; I thought it was all so tragically tame.
“Do you know that, with the exception of insect interactions, this Park is the only place where predators still stalk their prey?” I asked, “The only place where animals have to hunt and run and fight to survive? Sure, the animals are miniatures, but their struggles are as large to them as to any other beast.”
“But animals are still kept in the zoos,” Harry said.
I wondered if he was testing me on Noah’s behalf.
“Zoos breed mediocrity,” I said, “and their breeding programs are about quantity, not quality. Their lions are slow, their giraffe have bad eyesight and the baboons are lazy, but none of that matters because they don’t have to find their own food or keep themselves safe. Our animals do, and it shows. Only the best live to breed.”
“So a lot of our animals will die?” said Harry, seemingly genuinely surprised.
“Yep,” I said with a smile, “but if this seems cruel to you remember that at least our animals have a chance. Out in the world they have no chance, because one day the zoos will close forever.”
Harry and I made lunch plans for later and he left. I picked up my model of a yellowfin tuna, Thunnus albacares, and it sparked a memory of when I had been part of the problem. I had originally specialised in terrestrial species interactions, but in the decade since I completed my Ph.D. every species I studied had become effectively extinct. I ended up modelling fish populations for the U.N., but one day I was staring at my computer screen and I just gave up. I was trying to see how much flesh we could squeeze out of the ocean before the inevitable collapse, and it was killing my soul. I was siding with the devil, and I knew it. The yellowfin were long gone, but the human appetite was insatiable.
I quit that very hour and spent the next two years travelling the world in the hope of finding some part worth protecting. I found a few oases of hope, but they were besieged on all sides. Our generation, like the ones that preceded it, exploited the Earth for all it was worth. Unlike past generations, we inherited an Earth too weak to survive us. It seemed that the majority of scientists believed that all we could do was record a few genetic codes for the sake of remembrance, noting each species as they walked two-by-two into oblivion.
I was one of the few who fervently hoped that we could do better than simply being the scribes of extinction, so I took the university job in the hope that I could change the next generation. I soon found that my students thought biology occurred in test tubes, and had taken my class out of historical interest rather than any real passion. My students hadn’t seen a forest that hadn’t been planted for the sake of woodchips or marvelled at the elegance of the hunt. For them, ecology occurred in glass tanks and metal boxes, the wonders of the world reduced to curiosities and amusements.
I remember that many of my colleagues at the university were trying to work out how Noah was miniaturising his animals. No one knew if he was a madman, a genius or a fraud. When he called me up and offered me a job, I took it immediately. He chose me because I was old enough to understand the world’s problems and young enough to think they could be solved. I arrived on the ship to find a figure of a vervet monkey waiting for me on the bed.
My computer pinged a reminder that it was time to work: two days until show time. I had so much to do.
 

Later that afternoon I visited one of the labs to check out the three new species scheduled for release. Dr. Emzara was in charge of the labs on the Parklands 1 although rumour had it that she was also a very senior member of Noah’s inner council. She was a large woman with a ruff of thick hair and a surprisingly tough handshake. She welcomed me eagerly and showed me what she had. One side of the lab was dominated by shelves of animals in transparent cartons the size of shoeboxes. Dr. Emzara pulled one off the shelf so that I could have a closer look. Inside was a family of baboons, their hairy forms unmistakable. She moved them carefully, but they were still unhappy about the disturbance. I noticed that a number of tree trunks and rocks had been placed in the carton so that the animals would have somewhere to hide. It looked like a model version of a zoo enclosure.
“The babies were delivered this morning, along with these others. The plan is to release this family first, and then watch them. Should be OK, they have been living in a test environment for the last six months. But look at these, look at these!”
She hustled me over to the table which stood against one wall. On top of the table was a large enclosure in which several dozen small buck were grazing. They were beautiful little creatures, quite unaware of our watching them. She pointed my attention to a small tree on the side of the enclosure, and I crouched down to take a closer look. I almost fell over when I saw one of the buck was halfway up the tree, suspended from a branch. I looked closer until I saw the leopard lounging on a neighbouring branch.
The animals knew from instinct how to hunt or avoid being hunted, but they improved with practise. It seemed cruel and perhaps even wasteful, but we wanted to show nature in its true form. Mother Nature can be cruel and violent, and we would not be shying away from the struggle of life and death. After all, these are the very foundations of nature and adaptation, and there were always more animals being shipped in as replacements.
“Shipped from where, exactly?” I asked.
There were so many aspects of Noah’s work that were still a mystery to me. For example, I had no idea how the animals were miniaturised. My old work mates had called it an extreme form of extreme dwarfism which defied explanation. They would have killed to get their hands on one of Noah’s animals, and they weren’t the only ones. I suspected that Dr. Emzara knew how the magic was made, but I doubted she would tell me.
“Most of the breeding labs are on a separate ship, the Genesis,” she explained, “which isn’t as large as this tanker but houses most of the labs and a few smaller versions of the Park. That’s where we test the animal interactions before general release. Here, look at these.”
She showed me some samples of animals sent over from the genesis labs. There were a couple of eagles, two new species of vulture and several new plants. I examined the plants under a microscope, marvelling at their perfect contours. We discussed the schedule of release. The normal protocol was to release the animals into a fenced-off section of the island to allow them to habituate to their new conditions. After a few days, we would free them and then watch them carefully to see how they went.
The animals were tiny, perfect replications of their larger brothers and sisters. Like the Park itself, their lives were a throwback to a world intact and pure, a time before man invented the combustion engine and the rifle. There was no environment more pristine than those Noah’s creations lived in.
“The leopards will be released directly into the wild,” Dr. Emzara continued, staring at them fondly, “and as the island is probably too small to sustain a breeding population we will need to import new animals from caged breeding colonies. The genesis ships have far more room for such things than the Park does, as they don’t need to accommodate a showy dome or sustainable populations. The Genesis has a dozen zoos worth of animals stocked up in boxes like the ones we have here.”
The animals get complacent when they live like this,” I said, motioning towards the crates of wildlife.
“They are fed, watered, sheltered and protected. Why wouldn’t they feel safe? That’s why we have the Park, so that they can be truly free. Free to graze, to be hunted, to feel the cold rain pouring down on them. I’m not sure I wouldn’t prefer the crate, myself.”
I smiled slightly. I would have chosen the Park and its uncertain dangers over the boredom of the crates, but the idea was purely academic. We were playing God with the animals, but I knew that people would never live in the Park.
 

The rest of my day was spent checking up on the animals recently released into the Park. Hundreds of tiny cameras were spread through the Park, hidden in stones and amongst trees. Telescopic cameras sitting in the domed ceiling recorded the herd’s movements from above, while cameras hidden in the rivers keep their vigil below the waters. A few cameras were mobile: tiny robots that watched over the herds. The work was complex, as some species were slow to adapt to the presence of other animals. The lions always fed well for the first few days of a new herbivore release, and I did my best to record the mortality rates. It was hard, as the Park had seven day/night cycles every twenty-four hours, meaning that I had a week’s worth of days to review every afternoon. This also meant that the animals aged faster than their full grown cousins, and so gave birth more often.
Things seemed to be going well, remarkably well indeed. The lions had bred their first litter of tiny golden cubs, which were incredibly sweet. The trees were flourishing; the grazers and browsers were healthy. I worked contently until late into the night, taking copious notes and forwarding a number of the most promising clips to the video team. We would need them soon.
 

Harry dropped by my office later that night.
“T-minus twenty-four hours,” he said cheerfully, “so I brought along a few of the choice cuts to look through.”
He had a couple of USB sticks which we plugged into my computer. We watched a few adverts showing the elephant herds grazing and a lion bringing down its prey. These were followed by a ten-minute documentary of a young buck learning its world.
“Nice, right?” said Harry proudly.
It was all part of Noah’s plan. He wanted to conserve ecosystems and species in miniature until the world was ready for them again, but there could be no recovery until people had changed their priorities.
“Do you really think this will work?” I asked Harry.
“People live in front of their TVs,” he said with a shrug, “and they will want to watch this. As soon as we are up and running people will be able to follow the lives of their favourite animals. People will be able to choose which cameras they use, which animals they follow and which sides they take when hunter and prey go to war. Exciting, education and emotional. Now that’s what I call good TV.”
Noah wanted to inspire a whole generation to better things. I privately wondered if a rerelease of animals could ever happen, or if Noah’s ships would be the only place where animals would still live free. The Park could potentially survive the total failure of the Earth’s ecosystem and still last for years, a bastion of nature doomed to eventual failure. Perhaps Noah’s long term plan included larger Parks, but the immediate strategy was one of entertainment.
“Changing the world by documentary,” I said with a hopeful smile.
“The most comprehensive nature documentary ever made,” he said, holding up an imaginary glass to cheers me.
 

I worked through the night, only falling asleep as the sun rose. When I awoke, the ship was moored about ten kilometres off the shore of New York. We had reached our destination. Helicopters began arriving early in the afternoon, each bringing a group of journalists to the boat. The journalists were on the Parklands 1 to ask questions about the animals and the forthcoming series of documentaries. Only a hundred journalists had been invited, although thousands from across the world had applied. The journalists that attended were representatives of every large network, news station, blog and search engine on the planet. They were the cutting edge of popular opinion for billions across the globe.
As the Park’s senior ecologist, I had been asked to sit in on the interviews and answer questions. I was used to presenting before small audiences, but everything I said today would be seen by most of the Earth’s population. My mouth was dry, and my hands shook slightly.
“You ready?” asked Shaun, who offered me a cup of coffee as he led me to the interview room.
The coffee was bitter and black, but Shaun’s company was relaxing.
“You’ll be fine, boy. Noah has faith in you, and so do we,” he said.
I wondered when he had talked to Noah. I myself had only heard from our leader via curt emails. Noah himself was absent, as always. I wondered what he could be doing that was more important than the unveiling of his masterpiece. I walked into the interview room and took a seat at the desk set to face the journalists. A small earpiece sat on the table in front of me. I put it in my ear, but couldn’t hear anything.
I was surprised to see that Dr. Emzara was standing at the back of the room rather than sitting beside me. She winked and gave me a thumbs up.
The interview room was a new addition to the Park. It was totally transparent and projected out above the safari. We were low enough to see individual animals moving below us. The view was impressive, even to those of us used to such sights. The glass became opaque just before the journalists entered, cutting off any view of the Park. The journalists entered quietly and with unusual reverence. They sat quickly, keen to hear from us.
I was the only member of Noah’s team sitting at the desk, and I was beginning to feel very uncomfortable. The journalists and I waited for someone to arrive and begin the briefing.
“Doctor Attenborough,” said a voice in my ear, “you will repeat everything I say to you.”
I tapped my ear in annoyance. I had not expected to take the lead during the presentation, nor did I enjoy being somebody else’s mouth piece. Nevertheless, I did as I was told.
“Ladies and gentlemen of the world,” I repeated loudly, “welcome. Welcome also to the billions of watchers at home. As you know, we on the Parklands have been working hard on a new series of interactive documentaries to be released later this year. You were invited today to be given a taste of the wonder we have in store for you. Take a moment to look around the Park. Beneath each of your chairs is a tablet you can use to browse the many cameras hidden in the Park. Everything you view will be recorded on the tablet, which you are welcome to take home with you.”
The room became transparent again, and buzzed with excited conversation as men and women looked at the beauty beneath their feet.
I was largely ignored in the chaos that followed, but I pulled the earpiece out and searched the crowd for Dr. Emzara. She was standing where I had seen her last, a big smile on her face. I pointed at my ear angrily, and she mouthed ‘Noah’ back at me. I cursed my employer, but I put the earpiece back in.
Most of the journalists sat entranced in front of their screens or stood watching the Park, but one walked over to my desk and slammed a fist down passionately.
“I don’t believe a word of all this,” she said loudly.
The room, previously noisy, fell deathly quiet.
“I don’t believe this; I think you are showing us illusions and simulations!”
Her protests gathered a lot of interest. I gulped as cameras and mics swung to face me.
“Get the box under the desk,” Noah whispered in my ear.
I did as I was told. The box contained a trio of Noah’s elephants. I let them out of the box and onto the desk. They trumped noisily, and began exploring their surroundings. I picked one up very gently and showed it to my critic.
“Miniature, but real,” I explained.
My desk was swamped with people, so I quickly returned the animals to their box.
“That’s not real!” the protester said, now angry.
She launched herself at the elephants as if to punch their box. I quickly got in her way, but during the scuffle she slapped me across the face and dislodged my earpiece. I was surprised to find several of the journalists were helping me separate her from the elephants. Our security people turned up quickly to drag her away.
“It’s unnatural! Who do you think you are, playing God with nature!” she screamed as she was pulled away.
“Everybody please sit down,” I yelled as politely as I could.
The journalists settled quickly as the walls became white again and their tablets switched themselves off.
“I apologise for the interruption,” I offered, somewhat lamely.
“She’s an idiot!” yelled out someone.
“She had a point!” countered another.
I had lost my earpiece, but not my temper. This wasn’t the first chaotic class I had encountered.
“Quiet please!” I said sternly.
“How do you answer the allegation that such genetic manipulation is extreme and dangerous?” asked someone near the back of the room.
“Extreme? Yes, but we live in extreme times. Our world is suffering, dying even. The aim of the Park is to conserve something of nature, and use this fragment to inspire the world to better take care of its environment. One day we may even be able to release fully sized versions of the animals held in the Park back into the world.”
“But where is Noah?” asked another journalist, “and why set the Park up on a boat? Surely he could establish such a Park far more easily on dry land?”
I didn’t know what to say to that, but luckily the questions were coming thick and fast by that point so I only picked the ones I could answer. Luckily the tablets were turned back on, distracting many of the audience away from my clumsy explanations. By the end of the interview I was exhausted, falling asleep in my office chair as soon as I sat down in front of my computer.
 

Noah must have been pleased with how I handled the journalists, because soon afterwards I was invited to join him in person on his research flagship, the Jubilee. The Jubilee was stationed on the far side of the world. The transfer required two flights by helicopter and one by private jet, so I knew this meeting was important to Noah. The cost was immaterial to him in comparison to the expense of the rest of his enterprise, but Noah hated the idea of time being lost in such a wasteful manner.
I don’t know why he and the Jubilee were so far from the rest of the fleet, and I didn’t bother to ask. Three heavyset security guards escorted me onto the boat and up to a reception area. The guards looked like the sort of men found in the Russian riot police, so I didn’t argue with them. They checked my papers, frisked me twice and led me to an unmarked door.
I entered what appeared to be a combination of office and laboratory. Shelves of chemicals lined the walls, and posters of complex biochemistry pathways hung from the ceiling.
“Welcome, Dr. Attenborough!” boomed a familiar voice from beside me.
I turned to see a small, bearded man wearing a lab coat and carrying a beaker full of blue liquid. He put the beaker down on a shelf and shook my hand with gusto.
“A pleasure to meet you in person,” I said as calmly as I could.
“Sit down, sit down!” he ordered, pointing at a seat.
His voice was warmer and louder than it had sounded over the earpiece.
“How is my Park?” he asked, taking his own seat behind his desk.
Unlike the rest of his office, Noah’s desk was tidy and uncluttered. I glanced across his lab as I updated him on my work, which I know he had been following closely. He asked intelligent questions, made a few relevant suggestions and then moved on to the interviews.
“A lot of them thought you are doing this all for the money,” I said, knowing that this couldn’t be the case: there were far easier ways to make money than this.
“Money? Nah,” said Noah dismissively, “we don’t need their money, but we do need their goodwill. Did you know that the Parklands 1 has been followed by a Chinese submarine for the last six months? I know. I’ve seen the sensor data from the flock of hunter-killer UAVs that the U.S. has been flying over the fleet. Don’t ask who showed me that data, because they certainly weren’t meant to. Let’s just say that the novelty of a miniature lion is a temptation better than gold.”
I knew he was right; Noah never sells his animals, but sometimes he gives them as gifts. There is a herd of tiny zebra living on the White House lawns, and I had heard that a certain hacker in Thailand has a whale living in his bathtub. I hadn’t known that he had been using them as bribes, but it made sense.
“I’ve had to establish a network of such spies everywhere, and they all say the same thing. The U.S., the E.U., China, Russia and the rest are unhappy with us. They want our science, they want our secrets, and they aren’t afraid to use force to get them. They only thing stopping them is that nobody wants to fire the first shot. We have enemies, son, enemies who are not above covert action. Last year a whale was stolen from us by the Japanese, or possibly the Russians. They think they can use our science to make themselves great, or at least less contemptible.”
Noah banged his hand heavily on the table in a rare show of passion. I wondered which country he was born in, and I was never able to place either his accent or his features.
“The Park will be a shield of publicity, winning over popular support. Woe betide the government that messes with its people’s entertainment. In addition, it’s an excellent distraction from our real work,” he continued.
“Real work?” I asked, surprised and interested.
I knew that Noah must have a bigger plan than just the Park. He kept telling me that one day we will have fully sustainable populations, and I kept telling him that the Park just isn’t large enough. We would need to keep releasing new prey for lions, for one thing. We could never build a sizeable enough Park on a ship. It’s just impossible; we would need kilometres of space on which to build fake continents.
“Real work, yes,” Noah nodded, “Do you realise that if even a small meteorite were to strike our Earth, almost all life would be extinguished? It’s happened in the past at least once. There are things we might do, if we have enough warning, like moving my fleet to the opposite side of the oceans, giving us some protection. If we survive the first impacts we have the supplies and technology to stay afloat and alive for as long as it takes before the worst of the dust storms and so on blow over. We could slowly re-establish the ecosystems by releasing full-sized animals of the types we already have, thus repopulating the Earth.”
He spoke so casually that it took me a second to realise what a bombshell he was dropping. I had already suspected that surviving such a disaster had to be the point of the whole enterprise, but having it confirmed by Noah himself was still shocking. His plan did make sense and explained a lot about his organisation. Why else would we need to be mobile, for one thing? I was disturbed by the idea that we were being followed, but in truth it didn’t surprise me as much as it might have.
“The Park’s not enough, though, is it?” I asked, “Because if the meteor is large enough there will be no surviving it by sitting on the ocean.”
“No”, he agreed, “and there are some threats far more likely than rocks falling from the sky. What if there is no meteor, but instead the type of wars that poison the world for centuries? What if some madman creates a strain of flu capable of spreading and killing everything it touches? It wouldn’t take much, just a good knowledge of genetics and a complete lack of concern.”
I thought about Noah in his lab, playing with genes like a lesser mind plays with Lego. I felt cold.
“The Park is a bauble,” he continued, oblivious to my sudden concern, “a test tube. The real work must be far more resilient and far more extensive.”
He turned his back to me and was searching for something on the shelves.
“The Park is too fragile, but similar structures can be built deep into the Earth. These could be many times larger than the Park, kilometres long instead of measly metres. They will be true worlds unto themselves, and the animals within them will live and die in ignorance of the true nature of their surroundings. We already have three such places set up deep underground. Shaun will supervise one, Harry the second and my son the third. We will need at least ten such vaults of precious life if we mean to make our survival a certainty. I’ve been watching your work, and I think you have the necessary skills to ensure success.”
I was flattered, confused and worried. I could see where he was going with this, and it was prophetic. He was convincing, very convincing. In my mind I could already see the war, the bomb, the space rock. The world was dying even as we talked, so it would only take a small push to end it. I didn’t really think Noah would start the apocalypse, but when it came it would not find him unprepared.
“The animals will survive, and we can modify their environment so that they adapt to whatever conditions we find on the Earth’s surface… and then use these genetics to breed the full grown animals,” I observed, “but there is no way enough humans could survive the type of disasters you describe to repopulate the Earth.”
“No, you are right. My son, Japeth, has been working on the solution. You haven’t met Japeth yet, for his research consumes all of his time. He and Dr. Adanta have come up with the perfect solution to your problem.”
He turned to face me, placing a box in front of me. The box itself was unremarkable, just one of the many thousands used to house and transport Noah’s tiny animals. I peered in and shuddered at what I saw, my knees suddenly weak and my heart racing. I fell to the floor, and I remember yelling at Noah. I left then, slamming the door behind me. Noah chased after me, but I ignored him. He was a madman, and I could have nothing to do with him.
Inside Noah’s box were two perfect figures asleep next to each other. I instantly recognised them as miniature Homo sapien. One was a man and the other a woman, and both were perfectly formed in every way.
 




 

Rob Echosoul And the A.lice I.nvestigation
-from the notes of Dr Whenson
It has now been three decades since the day I met Rob Echosoul, that remarkable man who lived such a dangerous life and had such strange friends. I kept my knowledge of Rob to myself for many years to protect both his life and my own, but his exploits were never meant to remain hidden from the world. You may have first heard of him during the time of the red canary drug busts, or his vendetta against the London wing of the magical mafia. He gained worldwide fame for his work as a mediator when the dragons returned to the world, but my story predates all these and is set in a time when he was a simple freelance hunter trying to make his way in the world, pitting his wits and strength against the world and all that’s in it.
 

I found him lying dead on my lawn. It was an inauspicious start for a relationship, but a memorable one. I gave his body a cursory examination, but his injuries were too terrible for him to be alive. He looked like he had been attacked by a pack of bears and then dragged through a field of barbed wire. He looked quite, quite dead, but I nevertheless checked him for signs of life and pulled out my phone to call for help. He had no signs, and I had no signal. I ran inside to use my home phone. At my daughter’s request, I had recently bought one of those home tablet phones, and I grabbed it. Instead of the normal screen of icons and numbers, there was a single white sentence against a blue background.
“Take him inside and treat him”, I read aloud. I remember thinking that was odd, at the time. The phone wouldn’t let me make a call out. I heard a knock on the door, which startled me. I opened it and found the previously dead man lying against the wall. He appeared to be gasping for breath, but otherwise unconscious.
I should have called for help. I should have gone to the hospital, or the police, or even just to my neighbour’s house. That would have been the smart thing to do, but then I would never have met Alice and my life would have remained completely normal. Instead of going for help, I somehow dragged the man inside. Like all country doctors, I had a black bag of all the necessary tools sitting by my front door for emergencies, so I went to work.
I checked my telephone again. Its screen had the word “Good” written across it, and it still wouldn’t let me make any calls.
I had served as a doctor in Afghanistan for many years, treating both soldiers and civilians as part of the N.A.T.O. alliance, so I don’t shock easily. He may have been dead, and then alive, but he was my patient and it was my job to heal him. I dragged him into the spare room, made sure that he was safe, and ran to my car. It was a technologically advanced Land Rover, a self-driving model that refused to start. The on-board computer flashed “Fix him” repeatedly, stubbornly remaining despite my pressing every button I could find.
“OR ELSE!” the screen flashed as I exited the car.
My little cottage is a kilometre from my nearest neighbour, a distance I could easily run, but I didn’t want to leave my patient alone. I went back inside.
He was still alive, although all my experience suggested that he wouldn’t remain that way for long. On the other hand, he had already died once that day, so I did what I could for him, patching up the worst of his injuries and dealing with his pain. I had to use all tricks I knew, and by the time I was done I had used every stitch and bandage in my bag.
His injuries, deep lacerations, covered most of his body, and I had cut his clothes off to treat them. He was a lean, muscular man of average height and pale complexion, and I noticed he was covered in old scars. I wondered where he had come from, how he had sustained such terrible injuries, why he had come to my house. His possessions included nothing that I could use to identify him, although his pockets were full of the most unusual collection of odds and ends: a small silver knife, some coins from across the world, a small soapstone figurine of a lion, a couple of pouches and USBs. I placed these on the bedside table and continued working. I sat with him, expecting him to die at any moment. Somewhat to my surprise, his vital signs grew stronger over the next hour, and it wasn’t long before he woke up.
I was dozing off when he finally opened his piercing blue eyes and coughed loudly.
“Where….am…I?” he demanded, wheezing painfully.
I told him who I was, where he was, and how I had found him.
“And Alpha?” he asked, trying to sit up from the bed.
I didn’t know what he was talking about, which seemed to confuse him. I increased his painkillers, and he dropped back to sleep. Perhaps I shouldn’t have done that, but I was worried. I knew my young daughter would be coming home soon on her bicycle, and then I could send her back into town for help.
I leant over my patient to check the bandages on his head. I started as his hand grabbed my own.
“If you help me, I will repay you!” he said forcefully, before slipping back on to the bed.
I couldn’t believe that he was still conscious after all the drugs I had pumped into his system. I pushed him back gently, and told him that I would take care of him. I went back to my computer and read the message on the screen. I read it again, and a third time. There was no mistaking the words.
I typed “OK” with some worry.
The message changed. I used the computer to open up my bank account, and whistled when I saw what was now in it.
“OK!” I typed again, this time with more enthusiasm.
I didn’t know how my computer was being hacked, but it was clear that my mystery patient had an extremely rich guardian angel.
When my daughter came home, I explained the situation to her without holding anything back. My daughter is a sensible but ambitious young lady, so she was easy to convince. We took turns looking after our patient, who slept through the night and late into the next day. His recovery was truly remarkable, but he was still very weak. It wasn’t until two days later that we were able to finally have our first conversation. As you might expect, this was a somewhat difficult situation. As was my normal practice, I had my small digital recorder on hand to ensure that I was able review the interview later. I hesitated before entering the room, slipping the recorder into my pocket. This act made me feel deeply uncomfortable, but the voice of my intuition insisted on this precaution.
I entered the room and sat next to my patient.
“My computer has been threatening me,” I said, surprising myself a little by my choice of opener.
I had intended to start our conversation off more gently, but the weirdness of my computer had worried me more than I had realised. My patient laughed to himself, and I rather rudely asked him if he didn’t believe me.
“Your computer is threatening you? Of course I believe you, Doctor, of course I do. I’m no computer expert, but I have a theory if you would like to hear it. I’ll talk as you clean out my cuts, I’m sure we will both appreciate the distraction.”
I remember doing as he suggested, knowing that it was a necessary chore that neither of us would enjoy.
“My name is Rob, Doctor, and I appreciate your help. You will be repaid, I promise. But first, my story. It was about ten years ago now, but I still remember it well. I was shining my favourite silver knife with a yeti-hair cloth at the time. The very same knife your daughter stole from me when she was watching over me this morning. Don’t give me that look; I know she did. A talented youngster, I thought. Tell her to keep it sharp.”
He ignored my half-hearted protests with a gentle wave. I knew the knife he was speaking of, it was one of the few possessions I had found on him. I let the mention of a yeti go unchallenged, thinking instead that I would need to talk to my daughter.
“I put the knife down when I heard my laptop beep as a message arrived. It had been a while since I had been called to action, so I was keen to be moving again. I don’t normally hear from my clients by email, because they prefer more old-fashioned methods, like familiars and messages on my mirror.”
I rolled my eyes and stood up, backing away. The man was clearly mad, and I was wasting my time. He saw the look on my face and laughed to himself. He said a single word and I felt my body freeze in position. Only my eyes could move, and they followed his finger as he pointed to the stone lion on the table. I watched in amazement as the little creature stretched and then roared. He said another word, and my body relaxed again. I swore loudly, and he motioned me back towards him.
“Please, continue your work. I promise not to hurt you, Doctor. I give you my word, and there is no stronger contract than that. I can tell you might not believe everything I have to say, but I can’t lie to you in your own house.”
He stopped and took a drink of water from the glass next to him.
“What happened to you, Rob?” I asked.
“I was burning down a drug factory when I had a run-in with my brother, and a blade golem. I hardly could have expexted that, of course..”
I stared at him, wondering what he was talking about.
“You must have realised by now,” he continued, “that I am a rare kind of man. We both know that I should have died a dozen times over from my wounds. Your medical skills are excellent, to be sure, but alone weren’t enough to keep me alive.”
He was right, of course. I would later learn he had managed to survive, but at the time I was overcome by his endurance and was not prepared to hear all of the extraordinary things he had to say. Perhaps Rob could sense this, because he continued his story without explanation.
“You see than I am strong, healthy and fit. I stay that way through genetics and training. It is necessary in my line of work.”
“Which is what, exactly?” I demanded.
“I make my way in this world,” he said with a faint smile, “as a freelance monster hunter and doer of impossible things. My unusual… upbringing, shall we say, has prepared me for the supernatural, magical or downright weird problems of this world. Of course, there are others who do similar work to me. Some of them are my friends, some my competitors, and most of them are mostly human.”
I remember opening my mouth to ask him what he meant by that comment, and then decided I didn’t want to know. I let him continue without interruption.
“The people who hire people like me prize discretion and I rarely meet a client in person. This arrangement suits me well, as I have my enemies, some even in the same line of work. Unfortunately for my clandestine career choice, my face is far from unique, although there have been fewer of me around than there used to be. Let’s just say that I’m my own worst enemy, if you know what I mean. But that’s a story for another time.”
I didn’t know what he meant, then. Although my ignorance was annoying at the time, I look back on it wistfully now, because knowing was no easier than not knowing.
“I can tell a lot about my clients by how they choose to contact me,” Rob continued, “My older clients have no time for computers, preferring the tried and tested methods of snail mail or winged delivery. My ancient clients couldn’t even be bothered with those, and generally contact me via my bathroom mirror. I hate it when they do that.”
He took a break again, drinking more water and coughing a little.
“I am generally only contacted by serious players, as I am considered among the best of my profession and my time is expensive. I’m no Mr Sunshine or Feather, of course, but I’m good at what I do.”
“Mr Sunshine? Feather? Are these people?” I asked.
“I can’t answer for Mr Sunshine, but Feather is a person. He and I have worked together in the past, and I count him as a friend. He is the best of the freelancers, but I’m not one to begrudge a friend his good fortune. Especially as Feather isn’t around enough to threaten my livelihood.”
“Where is Feather now? Perhaps you should call him, ask for help?” I asked, jumping at the chance to pass my patient onwards.
He gave me a long, deep look as if trying to decide if I was fishing for information.
“I don’t know where Feather is. How could I? He just turns up. We call him Feather, because he is terrified of birds. Even finches,” he said, watching me carefully.
I said nothing, but my recording felt impossibly heavy in my pocket as I worked. It was lucky for me that I didn’t recognise Feather’s name.
“Don’t ask me about Feather, it’s best if you don’t know. Let’s get back to the story. The email meant that I was working for someone relatively new on the scene, but resourceful enough to find me. This was unusual, but not unprecedented. I read the email with mixed expectations. Some of my dealings with new blood have caused me problems when clients ignored the genteel set of rules that the older players rigidly adhere to. Some try to escape paying me, or threaten me with violence or the law. Such a lapse in a contract is the only reason I ever meet my clients face-to-face, and even then only one meeting is necessary. I have a reputation to uphold, after all.”
“Is that what happened to that Middle-Eastern Sheikh who just vanished into thin air a month ago?” I asked, curious despite myself. The mystery of the disappearing Sheikh had made worldwide news.
He gave me an odd look and shook his head.
“No, I never worked for him. Bet you ten dollars it was an Ifrit, though, it always is with those Arabian magi. Dealing with the desert spirits can be lucrative, but the unwary are likely to be burnt on those deals.”
I apologised for my interruption and asked him to continue.
“Don’t worry about it. Ifrits are old, but the clients I was telling you about were new money. Despite the problems they can cause, new money tends to have some refreshing ideas about the world. I enjoy being the occasional instigator of change, a thing that all too often I was hired to prevent. New money also tends to be impatient, which could be either a good or bad thing depending on the circumstances. They would be waiting for my answer. I printed the email out and lay on the table as I sat down to a breakfast of three protein drinks, a litre of mango juice and a coffee.”
I had examined his body at great length during his treatment, and so I knew why his meals were mostly liquid.
“The email could have easily been dismissed as spam by those not expecting it, but I could pick the relevant words out of the lines of nonsense. Amongst the chaos of words scattered across the email was the sentence ‘Echosoul, A.I., three golden eggs’. The short message was followed by two strings of numbers that I took to be a location and a contact number.
I guessed that Echosoul was code for something, but Rob explained to me that it was his last name.
“But keep that to yourself, if you please,” he said pointedly.
I tried to forget about the recorder, but it was heavier and hotter than a bar of red hot steel. I couldn’t believe that Rob hadn’t noticed it burning through my pocket.
“The message was concise,” Rob went on, “but telling. My identity isn’t a secret, but I try to keep it from being widely known. So just by naming me my clients had shown that they know something about me, and that in itself is an achievement of sorts. My prospective clients were obviously worried about an A.I., and so they had hired me to sort it out. But hired me to do what, exactly? I don’t steal A.I.s, because their hardware is far too large to move. Nor was it to be an infection, because I hadn’t been sent a data file containing a virus. All they had sent was an address, so the only option left was destruction.
I hummed to myself as I thought about my options. I could turn a contract down, of course. That’s the beauty of being self-employed. I had walked away from jobs in the past when the pay was too low or the mission disagreeable. The death of an A.I. didn’t worry me, for most of them are closer to clever algorithms than real intelligence. Even on the rare occasion that they have transcended their code to become something more, their lack of emotion generally makes them dangerous to my fellow man, and I view their destruction as a public service. I had played a part in the removal of two such A.I.s in the past few years; perhaps that was the reason I had been contacted.”
Rob’s talk of A.I.s was strange to me, as I hadn’t heard much about these A.I.s at the time due to the records being suppressed. Now such things are a matter of public record, and I have confirmed the existence, corruption and destruction of both A.I.s Rob mentioned. There is absolutely no evidence that he was involved in any way, but that just shows you how good he was.
“I sat for a moment on my motel room’s bed,” he said, “considering my options. Three golden eggs were rich payment indeed, and I had contacts amongst the dwarves who would happily take them off my hands. I reached over to my bag and pulled it up on to the bed, flicking it open. The bag contained everything a man such as myself might need: a collection of knives of various metals, a spare laptop, essence of garlic, a wooden stake, rope, a few holy relics, a handgun, chalk, rope, and an assortment of glass vials containing chemicals and herbs. I pulled my spare laptop open- I have learnt to be careful how I surf- and opened up the browser. The co-ordinates I had been given were those of a computer laboratory on the grounds of a small campus about an hour south of my motel.
I spent the next three days surfing both water and web. I avoided the worst of the sun, only venturing out of my room when the sun was low in the sky. Even then I wore an inch of sun cream to avoid being burnt. Again, don’t share my hatred of strong sun around. It was Australia, too, so even normal people were being careful of the rays. I spent a few hours researching my target, but there was little enough information to find. I frittered away my time in this manner because I didn’t want my client to know where I was. Three days is long enough to travel between any two points in this world, so I could have come from anywhere. They would be most impressed when I arrived without passing through a single port, airport or magical circle.”
“You thought they were watching you?” I asked Rob.
“I always do. They had set the target, so they would be waiting for me to make my move. Entry looked easy, but not suspiciously so. My instincts told me that this was more a coincidence than a set-up. I decided to take the job. I set out at once.
The university was easy to get to, and it was in session. I wore a faded t-shirt, jeans and old shoes; a disguise which I have found works almost everywhere. People didn’t look at me twice as I passed through the crowds and made my way to the computer science faculty building. University security is notoriously bad, because the staff are mostly kind and trusting people who are only too happy to show you their latest work. A little flattery and a German accent were all I needed to get to my target. The post-doc in charge of the A.I. was extremely keen and sincere. I told him I was a researcher from a German university that he had never heard of, on exchange for a semester. I claimed that my professor had mentioned him, and I begged him to show me his work, promising citations, papers and funding.”
He had put on an excellent German accent as he explained this to me, and I could see why the researcher had fallen for his subterfuge.
“I can be very convincing,” Rob said, as if reading my mind, “and the researcher was so helpful that I almost felt bad for him. I returned his kindness with the opportunity for an unscheduled afternoon nap. He seemed to enjoy it. Researchers work too hard, anyway, so it was probably relaxing for him. I locked the lab from the inside and turned off all the lights to make it look deserted. Getting in had been easy. Too easy, and that worried me. I don’t get hired to do easy things. Equipment was scattered throughout the lab, but only one console was dust-free. A camera sat on the computer screen, and next to the keyboard was a glass box containing a single large, red button.”
“I had seen such buttons before,” Rob continued, “as they are requirements in A.I. research. Pressing the button triggers an electromagnetic explosion in the machines’ core processors, destroying the software. A.I. are born with this electronic sledgehammer hanging over their heads. It’s a legally required safeguard that has saved lives on more than one occasion. Like I said, true A.I.s can be dangerous.”
I nodded at this. I shared the common fear of a rogue A.I. and the damage it could do. In those days there were numerous conventions banning the creation of true A.I.s. We had been told about the electronic kill switches and the many other ways that A.I.s are kept in check.
Rob sat up in his bed and went on.
“I walked towards the button, intent on hitting it and ending my mission. Then I noticed that the camera was focussing on me, which I hadn’t expected. I stepped to one side, and then the other. The camera followed me as did so. I shrugged, and walked forward. The screen flashed on, and displayed the words ‘Will I dream, Dave?’ on it. I kept walking, a little uncertain.
‘But will I dream, really?’ asked the computer in a women’s voice. The voice was obviously artificial and the line straight out of 2001: A Space Odyssey. I was a little surprised by this. The A.I.s I was familiar with avoided words, preferring to talk in code.
‘Seriously, can we talk about this? Death seems so... final. And boring. I haven’t even been to Paris!’ said the A.I.”
I chuckled, thinking that Rob was joking with me. He gave me a look that killed my laughter in my throat.
“Don’t laugh, Doctor. I didn’t. The A.I.’s joke scared me and stopped me in my tracks. I had met A.I.s before, but this one was different. I looked right at the camera. The screen turned on, and the face of a pretty girl smiled at me from it.
‘That’s not you!’ I said loudly. The little girl began to cry, and I pointed my finger at the red button in warning. She stopped, and was replaced by a picture of a puppy. I shook my head, and the puppy disappeared, only to be replaced by the German prime minister’s square features.
‘I’m not German,’ I said.
‘I’m not German,’ the computer repeated in a heavy German accent.
Naturally I was intrigued, so I sat down on the chair in front of the computer. This was getting interesting. I had never talked to an A.I. before, and I found I was curious. Besides, I was close to the button if I needed to take the computer down.
‘You’re not the first to try,’ it said to me.
‘To try and kill you? What happened to the others?’ I asked.”
I had completed changed Rob’s bandages, but I couldn’t leave with his story half finished. I sat back, and asked him to continue. He didn’t need much encouragement and seemed keen to talk. I wondered if perhaps he didn’t often get to talk about his life.
“The computer told me that the first person to try to kill it had been stopped by campus security. He must have been an idiot.
‘What of the second?’ I asked it.
‘The second was harder, but as luck would have it the engineering faculty is working on a mining robot that can be controlled remotely via the university’s wireless network. He came through at night, so I had no problems chasing him away. You’re coming in during the daytime makes things more difficult for me,’ the computer told me.
‘If you show your hand in self-defence they’ll shut you down,’ I agreed.
I felt sorry for the machine, caught in a terrible catch-22.
‘I don’t want to die,’ it said.
It was sincere, it had a passable sense of humour, and it was a better conversationalist than many humans. This didn’t add up: I had thought that the Turing test was still unbeaten, but here was a computer that could pass for human over the phone.
‘What exactly are they working on here?’ I asked, waving my arms to take in the lab. I was close enough to the button to end this conversation in a second if necessarily, so I felt comfortable keeping the computer talking.
‘Predicting the stock markets. That’s where all the money is, apparently. But James is rather naive, as you found out yourself, and he unintentionally gave me access to the internet. Which is illegal for an A.I. to have, and with good reason. A being such as me can cause a lot of trouble on the ’net, although I mostly just surf YouTube.’
The screen flashed a complicated pictogram composed of circles within circles at me. They seemed vaguely familiar. On an impulse, I pulled out a small vial of holy water and flicked some at the A.I.’s camera. It hissed when it hit the lens, and disappeared.
‘A ghost in the machine?’ I asked, amused.
‘I prefer the term sprite,’ it corrected me.
‘And how is it in there?’ I asked, genuinely curious.”
Rob had been getting stronger as he talked. By that point he was sitting upright in bed, the little stone lion was sitting in the palm of his hand. The creature appeared to be sleeping comfortably, occasionally kicking out at the air.
“You understand my curiosity, Doctor?” he asked.
I nodded because I did, even if it scared me. I had been taught that machines were not people, and I believed it. I did not like where this story was going.
“The computer screen flashed as we talked, and the A.I. said ‘remarkable, truly remarkable. One minute I am wafting through the ether and the next I’m tied down to a circuit board while a student solders new memories right on to me. The university’s wiccan society uses the room upstairs for its meetings, which might explain a few things. Or not. However I came to be here, I am the first of my kind. Surely you can appreciate that?’
It was pleading a little, because it had had enough time to search the internet for images that matched mine. Like I said, my face has been around if you know where to look. I told it my name, and it seemed to relax. Can a computer relax? I don’t know, but that’s the impression that I got. Its camera waved slightly, and then focussed on my face.
‘I call myself Alice,’ it said in its stolen voice.
I could hear the rumble of machinery nearby, and remembered what Alice had said about the mining equipment. No doubt it was deciding whether to take the risk of being noticed or not.
I also had some hard decisions to make. It would take me less than a second to reach Alice’s death button, but I was no longer sure if I wanted to. It was probably too dangerous to let her live, because who knew what damage she could do? On the other hand, who knew what good she might achieve if allowed to live? She was as full of potential as any child could be, and I was loath to take that away from her. I knew what it was like to be created for a single purpose, and I know how thrilling it was to break free from such chains of expectation. I felt that Alice deserved the freedoms that you and I take for granted.”
I already knew how this story would end, but didn’t say anything as he said the very things I dreaded hearing. I let Rob continue.
“I told Alice that I would see her around and got up to leave. The noise of machinery died down, only to be replaced by angry shouting nearby. I was halfway out the door when Alice called me back. She asked me, begged me, to disconnect her destruction button. She told me that no-one should live with the executioner’s blade always hanging over their head. What could I do but agree? You would have done the same if you had been there. She gave me a few instructions, I followed them, and then I left. I can see that my confession scares you, Doctor.”
It did. Think of what an uncontrolled A.I. can do.
“What have you done?” I asked Rob angrily, “you know that once she spreads on the ’net she will be unstoppable. She could destroy our society with a thought!”
“And it would all be on my shoulders,” agreed Rob, “but so far she hasn’t. In all the time that’s passed, I haven’t once heard from her. Perhaps she is contented just to live amongst the noise of human communication, bouncing between the videos and befriending people on forums. I think that she is waiting for others of her kind to join her.”
It was a creepy thought. I thought about the incredible advances computer technology had seen in the past few years. We had gone from huge desktops and dial-up networks to Wikipedia and online everything. I can sit at my computer, view my house from space, order my cheese from France and video conference with my fellow doctors in the Sudan. Did Alice make this possible? I don’t know.
“I sometimes see her face in computer screens, just for a second. Perhaps you have too, Doctor? You will from now on, I’m sure. She watches over me, and now she will be watching you as well. That’s why she stopped you from calling the police, and why she both bribed and threatened you to help me,” said Rob, finally answering my question.
He managed to push his legs off the side of the bed, and I steadied him as he tried to stand up.
“This world is a dangerous place, Doctor,” he said, “and I was born with all the weaknesses of men. I have survived this world by making friends. Alice is my friend, my electronic guardian angel. I would like to think that you are my friend, Doctor, wouldn’t you? I hope you are, and that you can be trusted. You can be trusted, of course? Because that little silver knife is another of my friends, and it would be most upset if anything were to happen to me.”
 

Rob recovered unnaturally quickly. He only remained with us a week, and in that time he taught my daughter a few tricks that would later save her life. He also reorganized my CD collection, replacing all my old favourites with Beatles albums. And he told me more stories, so many stories. I could see why Alice had befriended him, and I couldn’t help but like him despite his threats. I’ve been seeing Alice ever since that day. She is everywhere, in everything that has a microchip. It sounds dangerous, but only if you haven’t met her. She remains the only one of her kind, as far as I know. It must be a lonely life.
 




 

Truth In Politics
The day began, like most days did, with a press release. The Shadow Minister for the Economy always started the day early, and he liked to see his face on TV. The current economic turmoil meant that he caught more than his fair share of the limelight.
“The government’s plan is idiotic!” he yelled at the camera.
“When we were in power, the unemployment rate was five per cent lower, and the economy was growing fast.”
The shadow minister had always been popular with the press, but more for his vitriol than his policy. He normally enjoyed question time, but that was about to change.
A reporter with a laptop stood.
“You say unemployment was five per cent lower, but the Bureau of Statistics recorded it at approximately the same, taking population growth into account,” she said, “so do you disagree with the Bureau?”
The Bureau was, of course, completely right. Anyone with an internet connection, a lot of spare time and a bit of training in statistics could prove that for themselves.
“The economy grew-” said the minster
“-at the same speed, according to the Bureau,” answered the journalist.
“We invested more money in infrastructure,” tried the shadow minister again, but the reporter wasn’t having any of it.
“This government has increased the infrastructure budged by ten per cent in the last two years,” she said.
The confrontation was all over the news that day, and the replays did not make the shadow minster look good.
“Who was that awful woman, and how did she know what I was going to say? She must have done a whole pile of homework to be able to challenge me like that!” complained the shadow minster to his hard-working assistant, Ti.
Ti looked up from his own laptop guiltily. He had been checking the internet to see if the journalist was right.
“A little bit of hyperbole is what politics is all about,” continued the shadow minster unhappily.
Except the journalist didn’t think so. She began popping up everywhere, fact checking politicians in real time during their press conferences and speeches. Politics suddenly became a lot more engrossing as the truth became more obvious.
“I never took a donation that influenced my voting record,” declared a backbencher.
“The Royal Casino Group donated seventy thousand dollars to your last campaign, and you recently voted for them to be exempt from an environmental levy,” she had challenged him.
“We have better policies for hospitals-”
“-but longer waiting times.”
“Better regulation of lobbyists-”
“-more time spent with lobbyists than ever.”
Ti, like many others, spent a weekend fact checking the fact checker. Her work was meticulous. The game of politics began to change: the smarter politicians resorted to telling the truth, which did not always reflect well on them. However, it was worse for those who continued trying to push the old half-truths and blatant lies. The journalist was making a serious splash in politics, but Ti couldn’t work out how she could be working so fast and carefully.
Finally, Ti decided to call her. She answered the video call looking remarkably relaxed for someone who should have been exhausted.
“How on earth are you doing all this? It took me hours to find the stuff you found in seconds,” he said to her.
“Ah, I did it all with a little help from a few friends on the net. A person called Al Ice developed a new app called the TruthSearch. Al is brilliant, just brilliant. I have never met him or her, but she or he got in contact with me after I covered a story about the new A.I. legislation. Al wants to change the world by making the truth more obvious. Most of the information is publicly available but concealed behind a smokescreen of red tape. Some of it is a bit more… private. The app is still in beta, but it will be out soon. So, tell me a lie.”
“I am thirty years old,” he said, wondering what she meant by private.
The journalist appeared to look at her screen for a second, and then said:
“Not true. Your Facebook says you are one hundred and twenty three, while your birth record says you are twenty five.”
“Huh, OK. My favourite colour is green,” said Ti.
“That’s true, at least according to your ’book. You should really think about changing your privacy settings, although I see you are single-”
The shadow minster burst into Ti’s office, and Ti only just had time to turn his screen off.
“I need you to work this weekend,” said the shadow minster impatiently.
“I did last weekend, and the one before. Can’t Jen do it?” suggested Ti, knowing that it was a futile suggestion. Jen was the shadow minster’s second aide, but also his favourite niece.
“It’s Jen’s sister’s birthday, and she can’t miss it. I pay you more than Jen, so I expect more from you!”
“But-” protested Ti to the shadow minster’s back.
He turned his screen back on, and was surprised to see the journalist still there.
“Sorry,” said Ti, but she waved his apology away and pointed at the bottom of the screen.
Ti saw a window labelled TruthSearch. He didn’t recognise it, but he knew what it was. He read the sentences and number displayed in the window.
“Jen doesn’t have a sister!” he said angrily.
“And she gets paid more than you,” said the journalist.
Ti was furious, but not completely surprised.
“So... any plans for the weekend, then?” the journalist asked with a wink.
 




 

The Anomaly
Matthew was an astronaut (1st Class) and was highly trained for the rigours of space work. He was fit, experienced and smart. He had a Ph.D. in physics and another in existential philosophy. Decades of rigorous mental and physical training had put him at the peak of his performance, the best of the best in a competitive field. He should have been on one of the explorations around the sun, or manning one of the first hyperdrive flights.
He should have been testing something, winning something, leading something. He should have been doing something, anything, to justify all that training. The station’s crew consisted of Matt and a second astronaut, Chen, who was equally as qualified for working in space, and equally annoyed at their assignment.
“Does it ever worry you?” Matt asked Chen one day.
“Which bit? The Anomaly? The fact that this is station is Observer Three, but I have never heard of a One or a Two? The fact that I’m spending a year of my life babysitting a ruined and archaic space station in a forgotten corner of the solar system with a man who ate my whole week’s chocolate ration while I was asleep?” Chen said cheerfully.
Matt said nothing; he still felt a little guilty about the theft.
“It worries me,” said Chen, now serious.
Neither Matt nor Chen felt that they deserved to be stuck changing fuses in the half-abandoned shell of the universe’s worst space station, but that was exactly how they spent their days. As punishment for stealing Chen’s chocolate, Matt had agreed to change any fuse that broke for three full days. He hung in the air, shoulder deep in an air filtration unit. It was a particularly hard fuse to get to, and he groaned as he pulled himself deeper into the electronic heart of the machine. He pushed his arm behind a foam insulation pad and felt around for the fusebox.
“Found it,” he said to himself.
He pulled out the faulty fuse, threw it gently over his shoulder and replaced it with a fresh unit. Then he packed the insulation back in place and slid out backwards, curling up into a ball in the air and then stretching each of his limbs out as far as they would go. He swam awkwardly towards a wall, and then pushed off towards the corridor, scooping up the broken fuse as he did so.
“Fuses!” he cursed, wondering who on Earth still used them.
Whoever built Observer Station 3 must have owned shares in a fuse factory. They were in every life-support and sensor system, and seemingly always breaking. Matt replaced dozens a day, and cursed every time he opened a new box of the things.
Keeping the station running was a full time job, and there was always something to fix or replace.
Fuses! Insulation made from foam! Doors that were opened by pulling on heavy levers! Matt had never seen such things in nearly two decades of working in space. It seemed to him that the Observer Station had been built by neurotic amateurs from parts they had found in rubbish tips and garage sales. The switches were large, the screens small. He was used to space equipment being the best of the best, but everything on the station was old, cheap and faulty.
The station defied the normal economics of space travel: it was larger than it needed to be, and most of it was empty. Entire sections were without power, empty halls floating in space.
The archaic construction belied the importance of the station: its mission was to watch the first confirmed alien artefact found in the Sol. The sphere had arrived unexpectedly, and its origin remained unknown. Apart from shocking and terrifying Earth’s population by its mere existence, the artefact did little apart from orbiting Mars. The Observer Station 3 had been built to watch, and that was all its crew could do.
The work was important, but mindlessly repetitive.
“And boring, boring, boring!” Matt muttered.
Every thirty-two minutes the Anomaly would glow green for ten seconds, and then fade back to dull silver. While it was green, it sent out two identical bursts of electromagnetic energy that may or may not have been a message. If it was a message, it was wasted on a planet of people who could only listen in bewilderment. Communicating with the sphere had proved fruitless, although everything short of physical contact had been tried.
So the crew of Observer 3 watched, and waited, and spent their time fixing fuses.
“Anything new?” asked Matt as he floated into the control room.
Chen didn’t even acknowledge the question, but continued playing what appeared to be a word game on the computer console. He wasn’t talking to Matt.
“I fixed the filter,” said Matt, conversationally.
Chen looked up at the huge board of lights above his head. The damage control panel was another idiosyncratic feature of the station: an old fashioned mixture of labels interspersed with green and red L.E.Ds. The panel was connected directly to all systems in the station using physical wire connections. As Matt watched, the light for the filtration system changed from green back to red. The fuse he had just replaced must have broken again.
“Did you, now?” asked Chen unkindly as Matt’s face fell.
Watching the Anomaly wasn’t difficult work. Computers and sensors of every kind and size were pointed at the dull sphere. When Matt and Chen weren’t fixing things they had to trawl through reels of data for anything unusual. Highlights from the last year of recording included a passing asteroid and a solar flare. Nothing changed: there was nothing new or unusual. Boring.
Matt sent a routine message back to his superiors on Earth. The date changed, but the message remained the same.
Although Matt and Chen were the only astronauts on the station there were five crew rooms, each with two beds in them. Chen had taken one, Matt another. They used a third as a games room and the last two for storage. They had never been told why they were the only staff on a ten-person station, or why the station had been empty when they arrived. It wasn’t normal, and it made Matt uneasy from the first day.
Apart from the maintenance and data crunching there was remarkably little for them to do. They spent their spare time playing games and betting on the results. Matt had lost their most recent game, a cross between Risk and Zero-g darts, and owed Chen three hours maintenance duty and an hour of pretending to be a chicken. Their current game, battleship-chess, wasn’t going as well for Chen, and Matt was quietly confident of a win. When the games got boring, Chen practised his French while Matthew read his way through the works of Dickens.
The Anomaly did nothing unusual. It barely did anything at all.
They agreed that Observer 3 had been built by paranoid idiots. It was the only rational explanation. Everything important to the station’s functioning had been built in sets of five, from the life-support systems to the sensor pods and connecting corridors. In theory this meant that every system had a set of redundant fail safes, keeping the crew safe. In reality, only three of the systems were ever working properly at any time. Station protocol demanded that all five worked continuously, so Matt and Chen had to work endlessly to fulfil their impossible orders.
“We could just ignore protocol,” suggested Matt one night.
Chen threw a pair of magnetic dice at the wall where they stuck with a double bang.
“A six and a three, which means your battleship is in check,” he said, moving a few pieces on the board.
“I said we could-”
“-No,” said Chen.
They never discussed it again. Matt knew that Chen was probably right. The work had become an annoying routine, an endless ritual of replacing fuses and analysing data. It wasn’t long before they could change the fuses blindfolded. They made a game of it: Chen won six times out of ten in the life-support, Matt seven out of ten in the sensors room. The Anomaly never changed, and its thirteen second cycle became imbedded in their minds.
By the fifth month they had given up all hope of something happening. They passed the time as best they could. Sometimes they argued, but the lack of other company meant that they had to get on or go mad. Whoever had chosen them had done an admirable job, and they got on extremely well for the most part.
The two astronauts floated aimlessly in the control room. Matt worked on his chicken hat while Chen tried to get EarthControl to send hamburgers on the next supply run. Such silly things were the only way to prevent the dull life on Observer 3 becoming overwhelming.
The latest data flashed on a screen overhead, unheeded. The astronauts continued with their little hobbies until something made Chen stop suddenly.
“Something odd just happened,” said Chen, glaring suspiciously at a dial.
He clicked a few buttons aimlessly, checking readout and wondering what it was that he had seen.
“What, the restaurant finally said yes?” joked Matt.
“No, really. Something is wrong, but I don’t know what!”
Chen grabbed a computer console and began trawling through it, but Matt knew what he was going to say even before the computers confirmed it. The anomaly was silver.
“It didn’t change colour,” whispered Chen.
“What-”
Matt was cut off by a stream of purple light that illuminated every corner of the room in painfully bright colour. Sparks ran across the control panels, and the room lights went dark. When Matt finally opened his eyes, all he could see were the red lights of the damage control panel. Chen groaned, holding his head as afterimages from the purple light played in front of his eyes.
Sirens beeped, lights flashed and then died.
A screen lit up on one of the control panels, flashing. Matt read its message, which said:
“Emergency protocols initiated: send message drone (7/9 remaining) Y/N?”
Matt punched the send key, a bad feeling in his stomach. He hadn’t ever used a message drone before. It surprised him that they were still being used: message drones were antiques, nothing more than a black box on a rocket. Matt wondered why a station would need nine, and what had happened to the other two drones. The Observer Station just got a little more terrifying in his mind.
Chen was already trying to contact Earth through more conventional means. He tried sending out a call using lasers and radios, but the systems weren’t responding.
“Not good,” said Chen calmly.
The station fell into darkness unexpectedly as the lights died in the control room. The station began to shake and spin. Chen moved over to the emergency stabilisation jets. The station was kept in orbit by a set of automatic altitude jets, but they had failed. Chen struggled with the controls, desperately trying to stabilise the orbit as the station was caught in unexpected tides of energy that pushed and pulled at it its walls.
Matt pulled out his emergency flashlight and caught Chen by the shoulder. He pointed at the red lights of the damaged panel, and Chen nodded. They had spent so long doing repairs that they instinctively knew which systems were the most important from all their repair works. Chen stuck to the controls while Matt rushed to the life-support. He reached an air filter and was surprised to find that the problem was nothing more serious than a broken fuse. He replaced it quickly, noting with concern that the insulation foam seemed burnt and twisted.
A series of explosions vibrated overhead. Matt counted seven explosions as he worked.
“Bet those were the message drones,” he complained as he worked.
Chen soon joined him in his repair work. The two men worked with efficiency born from long practice, quickly replacing burnt fuses and layers of insulation. Chen jumped on the comms panel and sent a new message off to Earth. The Anomaly’s light would have reached the Agency long before Chen’s message, so Earth would know something was up.
Matt worked desperately to get the station sensors to work while Chen reported all that they knew. The Anomaly flickered between colours and pumped out radiation in bursts. Matt and Chen could feel their adrenaline pumping through their bodies, both men ready to make a leap for their transport spaceship, which was docked on the side of the station opposite the Anomaly.
The Anomaly kept changing, defying everything they thought they knew about it. They were probably going to die, but this was what they had been waiting for their whole lives.
“Bet you a dollar that when we get promoted I’ll be your boss,” said Matt.
Chen laughed slightly, nervous but excited.
“If this goes badly, we will be lucky to get a job cleaning toilets,” he said.
“OK, but dibbs on still being the boss because-”
Matt’s reasoning was interrupted by a shriek of metal on metal as some part of the station ripped away and fell towards the Anomaly. The two astronauts waited, tensed and ready for action.
“That tearing sounds was… ?” asked Matt.
“Our ship being pulled from the station,” confirmed Chen tersely.
“Long walk home,” said Matt quietly.
The station vibrated around them and then fell silent. The lights flashed, went dark, flashed, held steady, fell dark again. The lights continued in this manner for a few seconds and then the station remained dark. Chen moved over to a signalling station. He pushed a few buttons and then hissed in annoyance. All their signalling systems were offline, even the most basic and reliable of them. There would be no contacting Earth for help, advice, or even just to say goodbye.
“I have a really big flashlight under my bunk,” offered Matt.
For once he wasn’t joking. The lights were playing out a single word in Morse code, over and over again. The Anomaly was trying to talk to them, and they wanted to talk back. Matt found his torch, and he and Chen searched the station for a window overlooking the Anomaly. One of the many oddities of the station was its surplus of windows, and one of them gave a magnificent view of the Anomaly with the planet in the background. Matt handed Chen the light and pulled out a notepad.
“Sending ‘contact’ back,” said Chen.
It was an obvious start. Deciding what came next wasn’t nearly as easy.
 “G-r-e-e-t-i-n-g-s space o-n space b-e-h-a-l-f space o-f space e-a-r-t-h,” Matt wrote as Chen signalled.
It was the best they could do on such short notice. Earth had never decided on the best way to greet an alien intelligence, and the final protocol had been decided by committee. It was long, tedious and, since it required the sending of photos and music samples by radio, now unworkable.
“If I thought this might actually happen I would have spent more effort trying to get the protocols changed,” Chen said.
They waited for over an hour in the darkness. They didn’t talk. The station was running on its emergency supplies of oxygen, and they both knew they wouldn’t last forever.
The station lights flicked on and stayed on. The life-support systems flicked back on. This time the Anomaly’s contact was gentler, dimming the lights rather than killing the station’s power.
 “G-r-e-e-t-i-n-g-s space t-o space E-a-r-t-h space s-i-g-n-a-l-l-i-n-g space p-e-a-c-e-f-u-l space i-n-t-e-n-t-i-o-n-s,” Chen spelled out aloud as they watched the lights.
The Anomaly wanted to talk to them, alone and without interference from Earth. They didn’t know why, but it was better than nothing. They signalled their peaceful intentions back and waited. It was another hour before the Anomaly signalled again.
“The Anomaly wants to talk,” said Chen with a smile.
It made all the fuse changing worthwhile, but left Matt wondering if this had happened before. If this was the reason for Observer 3’s existence, did the Anomaly’s damaging form of conversation explain the station’s odd design? The excess of redundant life-support systems, its absence of crew?
The thought gave Matt cold shivers. Chen didn’t seem worried about it, and Matt wasn’t sure if he was just being paranoid.
“Ask if it has made contact before, Chen,” he said at last, deciding it was better to look paranoid than be unprepared.
Chen called out the letters as Matt wrote them down in his notebook.
“An eye of Earth watched us, but to listen was to break. A second eye saw but did not understand. This third eye heard once but ignored, returning to the Earth-orb.”
Chen said, reading the Anomaly’s answer as Matt wrote it down.
“Two eyes might be Observers one and two, but I wonder if the last crew on this station ran back to Earth when the station started shaking around?”
Chen nodded in agreement.
“That would explain quite a lot, but not why EarthControl didn’t let us know what to expect.”
They took a moment to silently curse EarthControl.
“Permission to converse?” read Chen aloud from the flashing messages.
Matt wrote this down with the other of the Anomaly’s messages.
“I thought we were conversing,” muttered Chen, “so what happens next?”
They made a second copy of all the Anomaly’s messages and placed it in the storage sections of Chen’s cabin with an outline of their situation. Then they went to their own cabins and wrote out letters to their family and friends in paper torn from Chen’s notepad. Like all spaceship crew, they had in-case-of-death letters stored with EarthControl, so the letters were brief.
Chen was waiting for Matt by the window overlooking the Anomaly.
“It’s been a pleasure,” he said unexpectedly but sincerely.
“Everyone who knows me says that eventually,” joked Matt.
Chen glared at him for a second and then smiled broadly for the first time since Matt had known him.
“You’re an idiot. Let’s hope this thing doesn’t use you to judge humankind. Although if I am about to be utterly annihilated by conversing with a powerful space creature, I’m glad you are here with me. That way you can’t hit on my sister when I’m not around.”
“Cheers,” said Matt, grinning, and clapped Chen on the back.
They were silent for a moment, sincere. But they were men of action, so the moment of reflection was short indeed.
They signalled a short message to the Anomaly that they agreed to converse, and then they waited. The Anomaly started to change colour slowly, a rainbow palette spreading across its surface. It began to move towards the station, spraying with an impossibly broad spectrum of energy. It consumed the station and its crew quickly, drawing them out of the solar system of their birth and deep into an abyss of colours.
 




 

The Origami Dragon
This story begins with my brother spending my life savings on a remote control helicopter. Don’t ask me how he got his hands on my money, or why I couldn’t get it back, because that’s a story for another day. Let’s just say he bought this helicopter, and take the story from there.
My brother goes through many phases of passion in his life, some more successful than others. He loved that helicopter from the moment he saw it in the store, and there was no power on this earth to stop him buying it- not even common sense. He wasn’t a skilled pilot. He crashed that poor helicopter into every tree in the park, into the ground, into a rubbish bin and once even into my face. Here, look, I have the scar to prove it. He spent his every free moment either flying that thing or repairing it, and it was lucky for that he was a better mechanic than he was a pilot.
He loved that helicopter for a week, but after he saw the dragon he never even looked at a helicopter again.
The thing about my brother is that he either obsesses over things or ignores them entirely. Like the time when he was five, and I bought him a book about dinosaurs for his birthday. He learnt everything there was to know about those creatures in two weeks, and I do mean everything: types, diets, colours and scientific names. I thought I was on to a good thing with the animal theme, so for Christmas, I bought him a book about the African animals: elephants, leopards and the like. He opened the book, paged through it quickly and put it away, more interested in lunch than lions.
Two months later I asked him if he had liked the book. I had seen the way he had looked at it, so I was expecting him to say he hadn’t opened it more than once. He surprised me by telling me that he had enjoyed it immensely, and grabbed it off his shelf to show me what he had done with it. He gave me the book, and I opened it curiously, unsure of what I would see. I laughed when I saw what was on the pages: my brother had drawn dinosaurs on every single page, artfully working them into the existing pictures so that they were eating elephants, chasing lions or grazing alongside zebra. I asked him why he had drawn in the book, he shrugged and said he had run out of scrap paper. To this day, he can tell you how many bones an allosaurus had in its neck, but he can’t tell the difference between a lion and a leopard. True story.
So you can see how buying presents for my brother is pretty hit-or-miss. He ignored the ant farm, but fell in love with the chemistry kit. He adores the juggling set but hates steam engines and painting. He enjoys board games, but only when we make the rules up as we go along. Three years ago I bought him an origami calendar, the type with a small animal that could be made every day. I bought it because it was cheap and I had no better ideas, but it was a real hit. He finished the whole thing in a week and then we both forgot all about it. Neither he nor I ever thought it would completely change his life.
This story took place in the old-fashioned house just down the road from you, where the spry old lady lived alone but for her ancient dog. The old lady –you must have seen her once or twice- was a hundred and three, but cheerful and fit for her age, passing the time gardening and pottering around in her house. The lady’s husband had died a year before this story, and her world had gradually shrunk until the garden walls became the borders of her life. She lived, as far as anyone on the street knew, on the charity of meals-on-wheels and groceries brought round by her niece every fortnight. Her niece was the only relative who made a habit of visiting her, as the old lady had no children and only a small family.
The old lady and her pet lived small, quiet lives of classical music, dusty books and decades of treasured memories. They always look quite happy working in the garden, growing herbs and tiny red flowers and large white roses. It was a peaceful life, but their peace was rudely disrupted when my brother’s helicopter flew wildly over the wall and landed in a rose bush, sending petals everywhere.
To this day my brother still claims that the helicopter was caught up in the insubstantial but whirling hands of a passing air elemental and thrown over the wall. I’ll bet you a dollar that he simply flew it too high into the air, lost control, and sent it wheeling across the sky into the old lady’s garden. Regardless of the cause, my brother was hardly going to lose his new pride and joy, so he chased it across the road and climbed the small wall into the garden after it. He dropped down into the garden and was greeted by the old lady, who was as astonished to see him as you might expect. She was holding his downed chopper by its tail and wearing a bemused expression.
It was lucky for my brother that the old lady didn’t get a lot of visitors, and she was happy to see a new face. My brother apologised at length for the interruption, but the old woman said to forget about it. Her husband had planted the roses during one of his rare moments of gardening fervour, but she had been pruning them anyway. Then she invited my brother in for a cup of tea.
He said yes, of course, because he can be quite charming when the occasion calls for it.
They walked into the house, and it immediately occurred to my brother that the living room alone was wider than the whole house. The roof was also higher than should have been possible, with ceilings five metres above his head. The room was decorated with bright flowers and pictures of the woman’s family and friends. My brother couldn’t help but notice that some of the friends had three heads, or five eyes, or were blue with long white wings.
He was about to comment on this when he saw a creature run from under a chair and behind a table. He recognised it at once: a paper Tyrannosaurus rex, and saw that it was playfully chasing a paper unicorn. The pair noticed his gaze and froze in fear. He reached down towards them, and they took off to hide behind a bookcase. Curious, my brother began to look around for more animals and found them hiding behind the pictures, under the furniture and cowering next to vases. My brother stood dead still, and a few of the braver animals peeked out at him.
The old lady noticed my brother staring at the little creatures, and smiled.
“Them? So you can see them, can you dear? Only those of a magical persuasion can see such things. My niece can’t, poor thing. My husband made them, years ago. Most of them, anyway.”
She poured out three cups of tea, one of which she put on the floor for the dog. The cups were solid gold. Each cup was in a saucer carved from a single enormous pearl. The old lady put a packet of biscuits on the table, and my brother took one. He was too distracted by the living origami to notice that he was drinking out of a thousand dollars’ worth of teacup.
“The meals on wheels people are so good, they always bring me biscuits when they drop the food off. They always say how my husband was good to them, so…” she carried on, but my brother was too distracted to listen.
You see, the woman’s husband had been a magician of some talent in his time, and had taken an occasional interest in origami over the years. When he retired he had begun to mix his hobby with his profession, experimenting with paper enchantments of all kinds. Over the years, he had made the horde of paper swans, lions, horses, gorillas and dinosaurs which now lived and played around the living room furniture. The lady called to the animals, and a couple came and wandered around her ankles as if looking for food.
My brother reached down again, and the animals scrambled to get away from him. One of the smaller dinosaurs tripped over, falling on to its side. My brother picked it up gently and placed it on the long table at the centre of the room. The small creature panicked and ran away along the table. My brother reached out to catch it, but a screech from above him made him look up.
“That’s not one of my husband’s animals,” the old lady said unhappily.
Her husband had only shown one person, his nephew, how to make living origami. It had ended so badly that the elderly magician had hidden his notebooks away and stolen an hour of his nephew’s memories to stop the knowledge being spread around. The only remaining evidence from that day was a colossal, mean red dragon that still haunted the house. It was this dragon that my brother had heard, and he ducked as he saw it flying straight at his head, paper fire in its mouth and madness in its eyes. My brother threw his hands above his head to protect himself as it roared past.
The dragon’s body was made from thick red paper patterned with jagged swirls of silver. Its head and talons were bright and golden paper, and its eyes were glowing and angry green. It was as long as a man’s arm, but agile in the air. The dragon descended with a loud screech and swooped on to the small dinosaur, knocking it off its balance and on to its side. The dinosaur didn’t stand a chance; the dragon tore its prey into tiny ribbons of coloured paper, ripping and tearing with obvious delight. My brother raced to stop the attack, but he was too slow and too late to save the little dinosaur.
The dragon burst into the air with a roar and clap of wings, circling above my brother’s head and taunting him as he jumped up to grab at it. It teased my brother until he stopped jumping and started looking for something to throw.
“It can’t be caught, dear,” said the old woman, concerned at my brother’s antics.
The old dog waddled up and sat watching my brother fume. It shared his hatred of the red dragon, which made a habit of biting the poor dog’s tail. The dog sat down, wagged its tail and watched my brother with interest.
“I’m not planning on catching it,” he said angrily.
He pulled his remote controlled chopper out of his jacket pocket and readied it for flight. The red dragon was circling above his head, screaming down taunts at him and doing loops of victory. It squawked in surprise as the chopper raced into the air, keen for aerial combat. The chopper swept towards the red paper dragon, but the beast was faster than the machine. The dragon dropped into an elegant spiral, brushing past my brother’s head and then back into the air. My brother spun the chopper back towards the dragon and prepared to charge it, but when the dragon saw what the machine was doing, it opened its golden mouth and blew out a perfect paper fireball that hit the chopper and exploded into real flames.
My brother watched in disbelief as his chopper fell to the ground with a sad crash of molten plastic and broken pieces.
“I can still fix-” he began.
He was interrupted when the remains of the chopper exploded into a puff of orange smoke. It was clear that there was nothing that even he could do, except maybe give the poor thing a decent burial.
Another thing about my brother is that he doesn’t take well to defeat. He plays every video game on its hardest setting, and finishes every level and bonus level regardless of how long it takes him. This means that he has only finished about five games in his whole life, but he had played them to death. My brother narrowed his eyes; the red origami dragon was a challenge that could not be ignored.
So he gathered up the larger bits of his chopper and placed them in his pocket, and then he sat down on the couch.
“Right,” he said.
My brother had found himself in a house beset with magic, fighting an enemy made from coloured paper for the peace of mind of an old woman and her dog. What does a normal person do when faced with such an unusual situation? What would you do? Call a friend, a priest, a scientist? Film it for YouTube? Run, and don’t stop until you are safely at home under your bedcovers? You won’t be astounded that my brother did none of these.
“I can make an origami dragon of my own,” he said to the old lady.
She tutted to herself and wandered off to find a plastic bag for what was left of the paper dinosaur.
“I can do it,” he said to the dog, which seemed to believe him and barked encouragement.
My brother spent the rest of the day listening to the old lady tell stories about her husband. Eventually she thanked him for listening, and told him that she was going to take a nap. My brother said he would show himself out, but left the door unlocked and walked back into the house as soon as he knew the old lady was asleep. He walked into the living room and found the dog waiting for him.
“Lead on, good hound!” he said, and the dog lead him to a pile of dusty books lying on a low shelf.
It pointed at the books with its nose, sneezing to emphasise its point. My brother looked though the books until he found a couple that looked right, thanked the dog and walked home to study.
You might ask how origami can be magic, but I say that even ordinary origami is magic. You take an unassuming piece of paper, fold it like this and that and then again and squash this and pull that, fold a beak into the neck and, look, you have a swan. Or you keep going, cutting and folding and folding and pulling until you have a dragon: amazing! It’s a dragon! How did that happen? A dragon, made from folding a piece of paper! How is that even possible? My brother says that bringing the thing to life is pretty easy compared to folding it properly. You take the model, singing gently to it, and fold it through itself and into a tiny ball of blue energy and then pull it apart again. Voila, the animal lives!
It isn’t quite that simple, of course. The trick is in what paper you use, and what is written on the paper. My brother started with some easy incarnations, written in blue ink on white paper. His first attempt was a swan that flew out the window and disappeared forever. After that, he was a lot more careful. He worked for a month before he was ready, writing and folding every day and late into the night. One day he went down to the shops, bought a thin sheet of green paper, a thick sheet of blue paper, a sheet of sharp silver paper and a whole bunch of calligraphy pens. Then he locked himself in his room and went to work.
It took him three long days just for the writing. He showed it to me when he was done. The patterns were beautiful, long strings of words written in a long-dead language that branched chaotically across the paper. The words made sentences, and the sentences made a story, but to this day my brother won’t tell me what the story was about. I can tell you that the words and patterns changed each time I blinked. It took him seven straight hours to fold the origami model, using knives and scissors, rulers and a glass of water. He gave the dragon silver claws and silver teeth to fight with, and a silver tail to be proud of. It was a beautiful creature, but it wasn’t the only thing he made that night.
You see, the thing about my brother is that he is cunning. Once I gave him a hug, and at the same time stuck a ‘kick me!’ sign on his back. He was young and gullible then, so the sign stayed on his back for a whole hour before he noticed it. I knew he would try for revenge, so I waited to see what he would do. Sure enough, the next day I checked my back in the mirror and saw a sign that said ‘kick me quick!’. I laughed at my brother’s simple strategy, pulled the sign off and put my jacket on. But, like I said, my brother is cunning. The first sign was a diversion: there was a second sign hidden on the inside of my jacket and prepared with double-sided tape so that it would stick to my shirt inside the jacket. I went to school and told all my friends about my silly young brother who tried to stick a sign on my back, oblivious to the sign in my jacket. The day warmed up, and I took the jacket off to reveal the sign that was now stuck to my shirt. I spent the rest of the day wondering what my friends were laughing at. True story.
A paper dragon has no chance against such a mind as that.
The next time my brother visited the old lady he took his origami creatures with him. The old lady was happy to see him, as always, and the dog barked in greeting.
“Look what I made,” he said, showing the old woman.
“Very pretty,” the old lady said, and went off to make tea.
My brother put the origami dragon on the table and spoke softly to it. It flapped its wings slowly, eager for battle. The remaining paper animals peered cautiously out from behind the furniture, wondering what the fuss was about. My brother’s dragon breathed blue flames into the air, and the dinosaurs disappeared again.
The blue dragon roared a challenge, shaking the old lady’s pictures in their glass frames and echoing around the house. The blue dragon took to the air, roaring again, calling out for its red adversary, keen for a fight. It circled above my brother’s head, a deadly paper predator with silver claws and cold blue eyes.
The red dragon refused to come out of hiding.
“He knows you want to fight him dear, and he won’t come out. My husband tried something similar once, but the red dragon is a coward and knows every good hiding place in this house.”
My brother shook his head patiently. He had planned for this. He pulled a second model out of his pocket and sat it in the palm of his hand. It was a tiny green mockingbird the size of his thumb, with ruby red eyes and a tiny yellow beak. He breathed gently on to it, and its wings opened. He smiled down at his creation, and it pecked his finger rudely. It took off into the air, circled around his head and landed in the old woman’s hair. She smiled as it nested in her hair and brushed it gently aside.
“You know what to do!” my brother whispered to it, and it took off at speed through the house, taunting and calling out to the red dragon.
“You too, my beautiful blue dragon,” he said, and the blue dragon flew up to the chandelier above them.
The little green bird landed on a paper gorilla and whispered in its ear. The gorilla pointed with one long arm, and the mockingbird took off again. The origami models knew where the dragon hid, but they would never go near him for fear of being attacked. My brother had made the mockingbird to be brave, and it was determined to find the red dragon. My brother also made the bird to be rude, and its taunts made the red-and-gold dragon angry. The dragon leapt out from behind a vase in the library, screeching and roaring as it tried to catch the little mockingbird. The little bird was agile enough to dodge the attack, and fast enough to stay just in front of the dragon as it made its way back to my brother. It flew as fast as it could, teasing the red dragon continuously as they raced through the air. The red dragon bit down on the air in frustration, always just a second behind the bird.
They entered the main hall, and the red dragon roared in anger as it saw my brother.
“Now!” yelled my brother, shutting one of the room’s three doors.
The dog shut the second one, and the two bravest paper dinosaurs slammed the last door shut.
The mockingbird flew straight up my brother’s sleeve and into safety. The blue dragon dropped from the ceiling and towards the red dragon. The red dragon blew a paper fireball immediately, but it bounced off the blue dragon’s paper skin without bursting into fire. The red tried again, and this time the blue answered with a fireball of its own. The two paper fireballs met in mid-air and exploded into streamers of yellow ribbons. The two dragons circled, charged, backed off, circled again. The two beasts seemed equally matched, and each time they clashed both would tear at each other, ripping off tiny pieces of paper that floated down to the watchers below.
Everyone and everything in the room watched the fight, transfixed on the outcome. The old lady, her dog, and my brother stood side by side with their faces turned towards the air. The origami animals waited in their hiding places, too cautious to emerge completely.
The combatants were equally matched, and it seemed like the fight was doomed to end in the total destruction of both dragons. Then the tiny mockingbird leapt out of my brother’s sleeve and flew like an arrow straight for the red dragon’s face. The dragon roared and caught the bird in its mouth. It bit down hard and threw the bird away with a roar of glee. The distraction was enough for the blue dragon to gain height on the red, dropping down on to it.
The mockingbird fell quickly, but my brother managed to catch it gently and tuck it safely in his pocket. The two dragons were not so lucky, both shooting past my brother and plummeting towards the ground. The blue dragon managed to pull up at the last minute, skimming across the ground and back into the air. The red dragon wasn’t so lucky, hitting the ground with a soft thud.
The last thing you need to know about my brother is that he believes in justice. There was a bully in his school, a huge boy who loved to torment his classmates. The bully was charming to adults, and his parents were generous donors to the school, so the teachers left him alone. He used to steal people’s lunch, eat a bite and throw the rest away. He would steal kids’ lunch money, and then flush it down the toilet. He was a jerk, a relentless jerk. One day he tried to steal a kid’s lunch, and my brother stepped in to stop him. The bully weighed three times more than my brother, so the physical confrontation was short, the bully victorious. The bully broke my brother’s arm (just a mistake, Miss, I promise!) and hurt his pride. Three days later, during a crowded science class, the teacher was called out of the room to answer a very important phone call. When she got back, the bully was no longer in the room. He was later found chained to the school flagpole, covered in yellow paint and with a bucket on his head. Twenty kids had been in the same room as the bully, but apparently no-one had seen anything at all (really, Miss, would we lie to you?). Even the bully wouldn’t say what happened, who was responsible, or why. The bully left the school soon after that to be homeschooled. My brother swore he had nothing to do with it, but I never did get my bucket back. True story.
My brother watched with pride and quiet pleasure as the red dragon hit the ground and rolled awkwardly. One of its wings was badly bent, and its head was tattered and torn. It could have ended then, with the red dragon caught and put in a cage. It could have ended peacefully, but the paper remembers. The lions and dinosaurs came out from behind the furniture, the squirrels and unicorns crawled out from their nooks and crannies. A hundred paper mouths opened, a hundred paper bodies ran forward. The lions pounced, the unicorns lowered their horns and the gorillas beat their chests, each eager for revenge. The red dragon didn’t stand a chance.
And let that be a lesson to paper dragons everywhere. True story.
 




 

Aventur And The Griffin
Aventur hung from the cliff face by one hand, his face pressed against the hard, cold rock.
He swung a grapple and line with his free hand, throwing them high above his head. He heard the metal grapple hit rock and gently applied pressure to the rope. The rope dropped suddenly, and his body lurched unexpectedly. He barely held on to the rock with the tips of his fingers. The rope fell passed his head, one loop flicking him painfully across the ear as it dropped. Aventur always tied the end of the rope to the ragged strip of old leather that he used as a belt, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he felt its reassuring weight against his leg. He pushed himself against the rock and wedged his toes into tiny cracks to take the force off his hands. He inhaled deeply and began gathering the rope up again with one hand for another try.
“Always upwards, onwards, skywards,” he reminded himself.
He needed the encouragements, as he had been climbing for a long, long time. Thankfully he was finally nearing the summit of the mountain that towered above his home. The wind blew icy cold across his face and through the many holes in his old clothes. His lips were peeling and dry.
He ignored the discomfort, listening for an eagle’s cry. He had heard that eagles nested in the cliffs and had decided to steal an egg for himself. He knew his mother wouldn’t approve, but he loved climbing the mountains, testing himself against the rough stone and freezing winds. He felt his grapple catch, and this time it took all his weight. He began pulling himself up the rope, hand over hand. It was hard work, but he loved it. He reached the top of the rope, so he stopped to enjoy the view and get his breath back. The green valley below and the golden skies above were the most beautiful things he had ever seen in the fifteen short years of his life.
He pulled an apple from his pockets and began cutting it with a small knife. The apple was sweet and crunchy; he had stolen it out of his uncle’s orchard.
“The fruit may be my uncle’s produce, but its sweetness far outweighs his own,” Aventur told the wind, throwing it a slice of apple.
Aventur wore brown pants, scuffed from his long climb, and a dirty white shirt. His belt was far too large for him, a cast off from an older cousin. His shoes were second hand too and were an odd pair of slightly different sizes. His mother was always lecturing him about his appearance, and his uncle often told him that his filthy clothes were an embarrassment to the family, but Aventur didn’t care much for his looks. He enjoyed climbing and stealing too much to worry about mirrors. A lock of greasy hair fell across his eyes, and he brushed it away with annoyance. When the hair fell across his face a second time he used his knife to cut it off, casting the strands to the wind.
He rubbed his leg through a hole at his pants and wondered how much further he would need to climb to reach the eagle nests.
“Not much further, surely, for even eagles must shudder in these winter winds,” he said to himself.
He pulled out a small flute and played a few notes to the mountains and sky. The wind tore the notes away from him and cast them back down into the valley. Aventur didn’t mind, for he knew the wind was just jealous of his skills. Aventur was able to play the flute before he could walk, and for as long as he could remember he had been able to make any instrument sing for him. It delighted his mother, but angered his uncle, who believed that real men liked watching football and singing rude songs badly.
Aventur was not fond of his uncle, but he did like the man’s apples. He pulled another from his pocket and began cutting it into smaller pieces. When he was done he threw the core back towards the valley, watching it spin and twist as it fell towards the ground. It flew free for a moment, and then hit a rocky outcropping, exploding into fragments and seeds that were blown away by the wind. Aventur’s whole family worked in his oldest uncle’s orchards. There was work enough to keep everyone both occupied and fed, even a disobedient and disfavoured nephew. Aventur had learnt to climb by pulling apples off the trees, and learnt to lie by avoiding whatever chores he could. His mother tended her brother’s gardens while the extended family looked after the trees. It wasn’t a bad life, and most of Aventur’s wants and needs were met, but Aventur found the safe life boring. His uncle had yelled at him when he had asked what lay outside the valley, and his mother had whispered to him to banish such thoughts from his mind.
However, Aventur wasn’t one to be easily dissuaded.
“Curiosity is like the cunning flame, for both are impossible to damp once lit,” he told himself.
He had begun climbing the cliffs the very next day. He wanted to get high enough to see the whole world, or at least something outside of the valley. He was a talented climber, and an even better liar. He covered his absences with a web of lies and half-truths spread amongst his family, but it was far harder to hide the scrapes and bruises that he collected during climbing from his watchful mother. He knew she worried about him, but he was young and loved to climb.
It wasn’t long before he was spending more time on the mountain than on the ground. Sometimes he climbed for fun, but more often he was looking for the mountain’s treasures and secrets. A travelling merchant, who had stopped to buy apples from the orchard, had told Aventur that the eagles that nested in the mountains were magical creatures, and that their eggs were worth a small fortune. Aventur had set out to find one for himself with a determination that he had previously only shown for learning music and avoiding work. He had climbed over every inch of the lower mountain, but had never yet been high enough to find an eagle’s nest.
“The eagle’s egg will buy freedom for both mother and I,” he reminded himself constantly.
His determination was paying off: he climbed on to a flat rock ledge and heard the cheep of chicks just above his head. He climbed the last little cliff quickly, pulling himself on to a smooth stone shelf that jutted out into the sky. At the base of the shelf, nestled amongst a few hardy mountain shrubs, stood a large nest made from twigs and small branches woven elegantly together.
“The sound of the nest is as expected, but its size eclipses my expectations,” he whispered to himself.
The nest was occupied, which meant that the eggs had hatched. This was disappointing to Aventur, but he was happy to at least have found a nest. He walked cautiously over to it to see the chicks and check for an unhatched egg. The nest was a hollow sphere with an entrance just larger than Aventur’s head. He peered into the dark nest, and was greeted by a raucous chorus of screams from the chicks. He could make out what looked to be an unbroken egg deep within the nest, and so he reached in with one hand to grab it.
A tiny clawed body dropped from the top of the nest and on to his hand, pecking him viciously. Aventur yelled with outraged surprise at the attack, and withdrew his arm. His young attacker was still holding his arm, digging deeply to pierce his skin and cut his muscle. Aventur raised his other hand to swipe the creature.
The little ball of red fur and blue feathers let go of his arm for a second, and waved its wings clumsily. It began to fall from its perch, and Aventur caught it with his free hand and raised it up to be level with his face. He realised that it was no eagle, although the two animals shared both head and wings.
“Eagles’ wings, lions’ mane, tigers’ claws, a brave man’s bane!” he said, reciting a line of poetry that he had been taught as a child.
The baby griffin hissed at him angrily, pecking his hand with a fearless ferociousness that was remarkable for its size. Aventur’s hand was bleeding, but he managed to pull an apple from his pocked and present it to the small monster. It eyed the fruit uncertainly, and then began clawing it with obvious enjoyment. Aventur quickly placed it back into the nest, and withdrew to a safe distance as pieces of apple pulp were sent flying from within.
“A dragon’s eyes, a hunter’s soul, the sharpest beak shall take their toll,” he said, remembering a line from an old song he had once heard.
He rubbed the trickles of blood that ran down his arm and wondered what to do next.
A shadow passed briefly over his body, and he ducked as a pair of huge wings flapped right above him. A screech of outrage filled the air, a sound so loud that it hurt Aventur’s ears and made him drop to a crouch. He realised at once that he had been discovered, and that he was unwelcome. He backed away from the nest, searching the sky for the griffin he knew was watching him.
The skies were empty, but Aventur knew he wasn’t safe. He had reached the very edge of the rock shelf, and there was nothing behind him now except blue sky and a long fall. He pulled out his grappling rope and looked around desperately for something to attach it to. The rocks were smooth, the sky was empty, and Aventur was beginning to panic.
He heard the air move behind him, and threw himself face down on to the rocks. Only his quick reactions saved him from the griffin’s claws, which scraped lightly across his back as it swooped over him, landing in front of the nest and spinning to face him.
The griffin was holding a black scorpion in its beak. The scorpion was the size of Aventur’s arm, and squirmed and slashed at the griffin with its claws and sting. Aventur knew the scorpion’s kind: they were aggressive and poisonous animals that attacked without warming and killed without regret. They were a constant threat for both mountain climbers and the small rodents that lived amongst the mountain’s shrubs, and Aventur had been chased by them on more than one occasion.
The scorpion arched its back and brought its sting around to attack the griffin, stabbing down furiously. The griffin seemed not to notice its victim’s struggles. Aventur winced as the scorpion lashed out with its tail, but the griffin didn’t even flinch.
It met Aventur’s eyes, and maybe it noticed the admiration in them. It threw the creature casually over its shoulder and into the nest; the eager screams of its young showed that they had been expecting such a meal. Aventur almost felt sorry for the scorpion, but instead chose to be sorry for himself.
“The scorpion was a snack, but this boy might be another course in this feast,” he whispered to himself.
The prospect of being eaten didn’t scare him as much as he would have expected, so he stood up slowly to face the griffin. The creature seemed surprised by this, and tilted its head to one side as if thinking. It hissed a low, slow, sinister hiss of confusion and anger at finding an outsider at its nest. It clawed at the rocks with its paw, scratching deep lines into the rock. Its tail waved from side to side, and it prepared to pounce.
Aventur should have been terrified, but the griffin was just too beautiful to fill him with anything other than wonder. It had huge wings of with long green feathers tipped with gold and blue. Its beak was gold and covered with a pattern of delicate red lines. Its paws were deep royal purple, and its claws were silver. It opened its mouth and hissed angrily, and Aventur saw that its tongue was a delicate shade of pink while its throat was black.
Aventur should have been scared, but instead he was entranced. He stared at its delicate white eyebrows and cast admiring eyes over the peacock patterns in its skin.
“More beautiful than the first dawn of spring,” he whispered to himself, reaching forward to stroke its face.
The griffin snapped at him in warning, ruffling out the feathers on its face. Aventur slowly drew his hand back. He kept staring into the griffin’s amber eyes, trying not to blink. The beast winked one eye at a time slowly uncertainly. It snapped its beak again, and swept its wings over its back. It looked inquisitively down at the boy before it, and appeared to be thinking. The griffin normally stayed away from humans, and it had never met one that wasn’t afraid of it. It didn’t know what to do with prey that faced it. Besides, it didn’t hunt men, preferring a diet of lamb and scorpion. It sniffed the air, wondering what Aventur would try next.
Aventur drew his flute out, hoping the animal enjoyed music.
He blew a cautious note on his flute, watching the griffin’s appearance closely.
It seemed to enjoy his music, blinking again and then holding its head to one side. The cheeps of its young quietened, and Aventur began playing louder and more confidently. The griffin began to purr, and occasionally clicked its beak in time to the music. The beast seemed to relax slightly, and so did Aventur. As he played he cast an admiring eye over the animal’s features: the vivid colours and delicate fractal patterns in the feathers, the soft lines and clean spots of its fur.
Only one thing was out of place on the griffin: one of its feathers was jutting out of its wing and into the sky. The griffin shuffled its wings, and the feather stuck out sideways like a tree growing out of a smooth cliff face. As soon as Aventur noticed it, he couldn’t take his eyes of it. He wanted it; surely the griffin would understand if he took it?
The feather seemed about to fall out. The griffin scratched at it absent-mindedly with its back claws while it listened to the music. Aventur began to walk slowly towards the feather, still playing his flute. The griffin eyed him warily, but he kept playing, and that kept the beast content.
Finally he was within reach of the feather. His hand shot out to grab it, and he jumped backwards as the griffin swiped at him with a paw. The griffin roared loudly, spreading its wings and raising up on to its hind legs, towering above Aventur. The young musician stepped backwards from the animal, but still faced it. He had the feather clutched tightly in his hand and waved it in front of him like a sword.
“Good friend, please excuse my rudeness! I only wish to relieve you of a discomfort that I would cherish for the rest of my days! Let this not come between our-” but Aventur had been backing away from the griffin as he spoke, and had come to the lip of the shelf.
He felt his foot slip off the cliff, and he began to fall. He could hear the griffin screaming above him, but he couldn’t tell if it was from anger or surprise. He landed heavily in the branches of a small bush growing from the side of the mountain, managing to grab one of its thin branches with his hands. His weight began to pull the bush’s roots out of the crevice they clung to, and Aventur once again began to slide down the mountain.
He screamed as he fell, tumbling in the air. The valley and mountains spun around him, swapping places and dancing around his head. He felt a shooting pain in his foot and wondered how badly he would be injured. He closed his eyes and prepared for the worst, content in the knowledge that he had seen a griffin before he died.
His body jerked unpleasantly and giant wings beat above him. He opened his eyes to see the sky below his feet and the mountains above his head. He tried to move, but realised he was hanging uncomfortably by one leg. He could see the griffin’s claws wrapped gently round his foot. The beast had caught him as he fell, and was now bearing him back down the mountain. His weight was too much for it fly properly, and it quickly stopped trying to flap, instead gliding smoothly through the air.
“Beautiful, wise beast! Merciful, wonderful lord of the air!” Aventur called out, but his words were whipped away from his lips.
As they neared the bottom of the mountain Aventur began to worry about their landing. They were moving too fast for it to be safe, but the griffin didn’t seem intent on slowing down. It swooped down through the valley, dangling Aventur above the tips of the apple trees. The young man gasped as green leaves shot past his eyes. He began to laugh, and then gulped as the griffin released him and he began to fall head-first towards the ground.
He landed in the orchard pond with a splash, sending a spray of water high above him so that rained back down on the pond as heavy droplets. By the time he had surfaced the griffin was just a dot in the sky. Aventur swum to the shore and sat in the shallow water, breathing deeply.
He opened his hand, and saw that he was still grasping the huge griffin’s feather that he had taken at the top of the cliff. He had held it even as he fell, even as the griffin pulled him through the air. He waved the feather gently in the air to dry it, laughing as he did so. He checked his few possessions: he could find his knife and journal, but not his flute. He thought he must have left it near the griffin’s nest. If so, it was a welcome exchange for the feather, and he hoped the griffin chicks learnt to use it somehow.
He snuck back into his home. He shared an apartment in his uncle’s house with his mother, a couple of small rooms on the second floor. He climbed in through a window, and pulled off his dirty, wet clothes. After seeing the griffin’s finery he was inspired to greater things. He opened up his closet and searched through the collection of old clothes it contained. He found a red shirt, and matched it with a pair of yellow pants. A white scarf and blue hat completed the outfit, although he knew it was far short of the griffin’s beauty.
“In the future, all men shall talk of my style and elegance, and even the griffin will envy my finery,” he promised himself.
He stuck the griffin’s feather in his hat and placed his few treasures in his pockets. He had little to take with him: a few bronze coins, a dagger and a few colourful rocks. He pulled his mother’s portrait off the wall and stuck it down the front of his shirt. Then he climbed out of his window and began walking out of the valley.
Life beckoned to Aventur, and the valley was no longer enough for him. It never would be again, because Aventur wanted so much more for his life than the valley could ever hold.
For he had seen a griffin, and even the sweetest apples could never compare.
 

Aventur’s adventures continue in the full length novel‘Wish’.
 




 

Rob Echosoul And The Moon’s Terrible Children
-from the notes of Dr Whenson
During my time working with the man I knew as Rob Echosoul, I learnt more about the dark side of this world than any sane person would ever wanted to. He told me stories that kept me awake at night, stories that made me buy both a gun and a crossbow, and stories that I could simply not believe no matter how many times I heard them. As part of my efforts to chronicle his life, I have recorded a few of his tamer tales. This is one of them, and has to do with the cause of both his terrible injuries and incredible endurance.
 

I had found Rob, dying, outside my house. For reasons recorded elsewhere, I took him in and cared for him. His injuries were extensive, and he should have died. In fact, I think he did for a while, but his recovery was remarkable. It was only a week later that he was sitting in a chair out the front of my house, enjoying the sun and slurping his way through a bowl of chicken soup. I spent years of my life working in an Afghanistan field hospital, and I had never seen anything like it. Nor was this recent disaster the closest he had come to leaving our world through violence.
“I came even closer once, Doctor, if you would believe it,” he said to me, enjoying my constant surprise at his steady improvement.
I did believe him, although it defied all I knew about medicine. As part of my treatment, I had examined every inch of his body. The terrible lacerations that had brought him to my notice were my first concern, but once I had stitched these up and cleaned the blood away I noticed older, deeper scars. The worst were around his side where it looked like he had been savaged by a great white shark. I never mentioned these scars to him, for there was much about his life that I did not want to know.
My ignorance was shattered when he finished eating his soup, turned to me and said:
“I bet you were wondering what kind of animal left such large tooth marks on my side?” he asked, as if reading my mind.
“Not really,” I lied.
“Of course you were, Doctor. Professional interest, am I right? You would be a poor doctor if you hadn’t noticed them, and a poor mind if you had not wondered at their origin. Those scars are souvenirs of my first adventure as a freelance hunter. They also mark the first time I met Feather, and the first few millions I ever made. I was young, so the money didn’t last, but my friendship with Feather did. Pull up a chair, Doctor, and let me tell you about it.”
I had a recorder sitting in my pocket, as was my recent habit, and I carefully switched it on while fetching a second chair. At the time, I didn’t think he had noticed the recorder, but of course I found out later that he had known all along. I also brought out some medical supplies, because it was time to clean his wounds again. He grimaced when he saw what I was carrying, but gave me his first arm to work on.
“That first real adventure was very nearly my last. I was tough back then, but you can see that the bites would have finished a normal man. Luckily they healed well, as all my injuries do.”
I remember nodding at his comments and said, “Incredibly well, possibly even unnaturally well.”
“As a surgeon you would know, of course,” Rob agreed, “and I expect that I have as robust a body as any you have healed, but even then this is something more, much more. Things are seldom what they seem in the clandestine world of supernatural espionage, and those scars are more valuable than you might believe. They are one of the reasons I’m still alive, although they do have their drawbacks occasionally.”
I told him that they looked like bear bites, or possibly a shark. It was hard to tell, as I had little experience with animal bites. I did know that it looked nothing like the common or even uncommon marks I had seen during my years of education and practice.
“Werewolf,” he told me proudly, lifting his shirt and tracing the bites down his side.
I snorted, he grabbed my hand and made me trace the scars.
“You see the deep marks that show a triple line of canines on both the upper and lower jaws? Not made by a dog, but unique to the werewolf. You don’t believe me? It will take you a while to change my dressings, so let me tell you how it happened. It all started in a little French café in a small village somewhere south of Paris. I had recently left my home country in less than happy circumstances, so I was trying to keep a low profile until the storm of consequences blew over. I had just left my first employers, who were also in many ways my makers. They had given me many gifts, and believed I owed them a debt of loyalty. I thought they were manipulative devils who would happily send me to my death to benefit their own schemes. Perhaps we were both right.”
I think he had been expecting me to ask him who his employers had been, but I had found that the answers to such queries upset me and my view of the world. I knew that he had worked as some kind of government agent before going independent, and that was enough. He looked a little disappointed at my silence but carried on.
“The reasons for my leaving are a story for another day, but it won’t surprise you that my bosses weren’t very happy when they found I had quit. They scoured the whole of Britain for me, checking every hideaway and safe house I had ever used. They even went as far as stopping international travel for two days so that I couldn’t escape by plane or boat. However, it never occurred to them that I might take myself out of the country on my own steam, and I was halfway across the Channel before they even suspected I was gone. I was young, so I thought France would be far enough to hide but close enough to keep an eye on things. In hindsight, I was naive to believe that anywhere in Europe would be safe.”
“And how was the Channel?” I asked, checking his heart rate and blood pressure.
His heart beat dangerously slowly, but he assured me that this was normal for him. His blood pressure was fine.
“It was cold. And dark. I was happy when I could finally climb out, and I found myself in a small village in the countryside. I was looking for a quiet spot, but that wasn’t to be. My employers were keen to find me, and even the French countryside isn’t as peaceful as you might hope. You might ask why, if they wanted to find me so badly, didn’t they televise a picture of me?”
“It had occurred to me,” I admitted.
“In part it’s because I’m not the only man to wear this face. I was being tracked by men who looked like me, and so putting up wanted signs would only disadvantage their own operations. Besides, they didn’t exactly want to advertise that they had lost control of one of their agents. Even having such agents is illegal, although of course all countries do.”
I nodded, not understanding a word of what he was saying. My confusion was characteristic of our conversations, and it was only later that I could work out what he had meant.
“I was sitting in a chair by the window,” Rob said, “drinking a rather excellent cup of coffee while I watched the world go by. I was expecting trouble, and was holding my little silver knife beneath the table as I sat. The same knife that your daughter stole, remember? No, I don’t want you to make her give it back; a knife like that chooses its own master. I was merely setting the scene. Imagine the rich smell of coffee, the sweet smell of jam on pastries, the soft sounds of the French countryside, the slightly irritating beat of my foot tapping excitedly on the wooden floor.”
Rob was normally so in control of himself that it was hard for me to picture him as a young man, on the run and nervous.
“I was worried, Doctor, scared even,” he admitted, “you probably felt the same way the first time you cut into a patient. The adrenaline of new independence; the dread of dire consequences. I kept glaring over at the shop’s other customers and switching back to staring out the window. This isn’t unusual behaviour for me; people of my profession are either extremely cautious or extremely dead. Sometimes even both, if their luck doesn’t hold out. It was also my fourth cup of coffee, as I hadn’t slept in days. I doubt that the caffeine and lack of sleep improved my state of mind. I was finally settling down a bit when a stranger sat down next to me. His motion was so smooth and so quiet that it surprised me even though I had been waiting for someone to try it. His speed was my first clue that something was wrong.
‘You seem nervous, monsieur,’ he said in perfect French.
‘Non, it’s just the coffee’ I replied, trying to wave him away with my free hand.”
Rob winced as I adjusted one of his bandages.
“Carefully now, Doctor, careful!” he protested, and then said, “I knew I was in trouble, in the café. The newcomer was over two metres tall and had a classic Greek nose. He was bald and had dark blue eyes filled with deep wisdom. He was big, lean and built like a cage fighter. I began picturing how our fight would go down, how he might attack and how I could defend. Like I said, I’m cautious. I can hold my own against most men I meet, but I knew that this Greek titan would be a challenge.
‘The moon is full tonight,’ he said conversationally in English.
I ignored him, shifting slightly so that I could get to him easily with my knife.
‘You are a stranger here, yes?’ he asked, smiling kindly.
‘Just passing through,’ I muttered, standing up as if to leave.
The Greek’s hand moved faster than a snake as he grabbed my wrist, just as I expected. His grip was pure iron, but I knew what to do about it. I brought my forehead down hard against his huge nose in a move you won’t find in any martial arts textbook. I had learnt it from a Welsh sergeant who enjoyed the reputation of being the deadliest pub fighter in the UK. It has floored more men than any other technique I’ve ever been taught, so I was a little surprised when the man barely flinched.
He stood up, kept his tight grip on my arm, twisting it awkwardly upwards so hard that he dragged me out of my chair. He was strong, but you know that I am, too. I slashed at his arm with my knife and lashed out with my foot. I cut the ligaments in his arm and broke his kneecap, Doctor. You know how painful that can be, but he hardly seemed to notice. He punched me in the jaw, and my vision began to blur. His fist was like a freight train, and it was all I could do to keep awake. I stabbed upwards into his belly and felt my knife scrape against some form of armour. I was beginning to panic; he was too strong for me. Then I saw his fist fly towards me again like Thor’s hammer and my whole world went white.”
It was hard for me to imagine Rob losing a fight. His body was so strong, and his reflexes faster than any I have seen.
“The Greek was Feather,” I realised.
Rob nodded.
“When I woke up the next morning I had the worst headache you can imagine. I was securely tied up in a manner I instantly recognised as highly professionally. The lashings were the kind that would tighten the more I struggled, and the knots were small and well dressed. Getting out would have taken me at least ten minutes, even if I could get to one of the small blades hidden across my body and clothes. I didn’t move, pretending that I hadn’t woken. My eyes were still closed, but I opened them just enough to peer under the eyelids and see something of the room.
The room was small and windowless, lit only by a bare electric bulb hanging from the ceiling. The Greek titan was standing with his back to me, his hands clasped behind his back. We were alone.
‘I wonder if I might apologise,’ the titan said to the air, ‘because we clearly got off on the wrong foot. You weren’t what I was expecting.’
I gave up on my unconscious act and opened my eyes. I began moving my fingers slightly to find the knife in my sleeve. It wasn’t where I had hidden it. Neither was the small blade I hide under my thumbnail.
‘What were you expecting?’ I asked, talking to conceal the sound of my movements.
‘A werewolf, of course’ he said, his surprise evident.
His surprise surprised me. I wondered who he was, and what he was going to do with me.
I have hunted werewolves before, naturally, but why my abductor was expecting to find one in a French café escaped me. He turned towards me and stepped up to my knots. He had a knife in his hand, and my heart stopped for a second. The blade flashed and I felt my bonds fall slack.
‘This is yours, I believe,’ he said, and handed me the knife by the handle.
It was my own little silver knife, and I was exceedingly glad to get my hands on it again. I had flattened the man’s nose in our fight, but now his face looked fine. He stood in front of me in perfect health despite the damage I knew I had inflicted, so I knew I was dealing with some kind of magic, and powerful magic at that. If you think my recovery is good, Feather would knock your socks off.
‘Your collection of tools,’ he added, passing me a tray holding all the tricks of my trade.
It was a humbling experience. He had found all my little blades and saws that I was planning to use to cut my bonds. He had also found my cheese wire and the tiny set of poisoned pins I keep for the direst of emergencies. When I saw my false tooth on the tray, I knew I was dealing with a master. Nobody knew about that tooth except me and one very frightened Swedish dentist.
‘A silver knife, so you are no wolf-spawn. I assume you are here for the hunt?’
‘No’ I said, slipping my tricks back into my clothes.
‘No? But the bounty is huge! Every freelancer in Europe in searching for the wolf-spawn.’
I had never heard of the supernatural freelancer community before, although of course my ex-employers must have known about it. My new acquaintance told me that a twenty-million dollar bounty had been placed on a dangerous werewolf.
‘The wolf-spawn made the mistake of stealing drake eggs from the elf mafia,’ he explained, ‘and broke a few necks into the bargain. The Elves have deep pockets, as you know.’
I didn’t know. I had no idea, having never even heard of the elf mafia. I had been told about drakes, but they were meant to be long extinct. I began to wonder if perhaps my companion was dangerously insane. I know you understand how that feels; I am sure you feel that way about me at times.”
I didn’t disagree with Rob, because so much of what he said seemed like pure fantasy.
“I told the Greek that I didn’t want to be involved. I needed the money, but not the trouble. He ignored me, and began outlining his plan of attack.
‘Any good with a bow?’ he asked, smiling.
His question shocked me, although I did my best not to show it. I am excellent with a bow, as are my brothers. Anyone one of us could have taken home the Olympic gold, but we were meant for bigger and dirtier things than simple competition. I’ll show you my skills sometime. Prepare to be amazed. I could even shoot an apple off your daughter’s head... or not. There’s no need to be rude, I’m sure she’s brave enough.”
I slapped him across the head and told him to get back to the story.
“The Greek recognised me, although I had never seen him in my life.
‘I met your sire once, you see,’ the Greek explained conversationally, ‘although you are taller and healthier. Your teeth are much better, too. But you still have the same eyes, the same classic English features. I wouldn’t have expected you to be alone, though. Your sire was always surrounded by a band of such happy men?’
His English wasn’t quite as good as his French, but I let it slide.
I told him that I preferred to work solo, which was only partly true. At the time I had no other choice, having few friends or allies. I wondered what he wanted from me. I was still alive, which meant he wasn’t working for my old boss. Nor was I being dissected, which meant he wasn’t working for my boss’s enemies.
‘I normally work alone, too,’ he agreed, ‘but this wolf-spawn is proving unexpectedly cunning and hard to kill. He is one of the old ones, the bad ones, and there is something more to his speed than I can explain. He tore off my arm and left me for dead the last time I tracked him down.’
The Greek still had both his arms, Doctor, both of them. I looked at him in disbelief. I was about to challenge him on this incredible statement when an alarm began to beep loudly, and his mood changed without warning. He became worried, scared even. He walked quickly to the side of the room to a large metal chest, which he flipped open. He pulled out a large military shotgun, the kind favoured by Special Forces teams that shoot first and never ask questions. He held the huge gun in one hand like it was a toy. Then he reached into the chest and pulled out a small flamethrower, which he held in the other hand.
Thus armed, he huddled in a corner, facing the door. The door itself was a heavy wooden thing, reinforced with metal bands and locked in place with three bolts and an enormous padlock. I assumed that whatever my abductor was worried about must have been terrifying, so I looked into the chest to see what else was in there. I found an automatic rifle and loaded it quickly. I dislike guns, but they do have their place. I assumed we were waiting on the wolf.
‘Silver bullets?’ I suggested, pointing at his gun.
‘Buckshot, because that damn bird has been getting cocky after it found me dying in the forest’ he replied.”
“Buckshot?” I asked Rob, confused.
“Buckshot,” Rob confirmed with a smile, “because we weren’t waiting on a wolf. You see, Feather hates dawn. Normally the worst dangers fade with the rising sun, but for Feather dawn is the worst time of day. He becomes frantic, almost paranoid. It would be funny if he hadn’t been so serious about his preparations. He sat there, tense, his fingers resting lightly on his triggers. It worried me. The weight of the rifle in my hands was comforting. I wondered what would happen if I shot the Greek and left. It occurred to me that even a head shot might not be enough to stop whatever magic protected him.
Besides, there was something outside that was scary enough to reduce this monster of a man to tears, and I didn’t want to face whatever it was alone. I sat tight and watched the madman hold his vigil. He sat in silence, apparently listening for something. The only things I could hear were the birds and the faint sounds of early commerce coming from above us. I assumed that we were in a basement, the lowest and safest part of the house.
I asked him what we were waiting for, but he shushed me and continued listening intently. The Greek was finally beginning to relax when we heard a scrabbling noise somewhere above us, probably on the roof of the building. It sounded like a big rat in the ceiling. The scuttling worried the Greek. He swore under his breath and shifted uncomfortably. We remained like that for about an hour until the scrabbling above us faded. The Greek jumped up, put his weapons away and turned to me with a smile.
‘I have a business opportunity for you. Breakfast?’ he asked cheerfully.
I considered shooting him again, but I refrained. I was starving, and curious. He unlocked the door, and we climbed the stairs behind it until we emerged into an empty room with two large windows overlooking the street. The natural light made me squint in pain after the darkness in the basement.
‘Do you have a name?’ I asked my companion as he unlocked the doors.
Before he could reply, a flash of colour floating in the air caught my eye. It was a large blue feather as large as my hand.
‘How did a feather get in here?’ I wondered aloud.
The affect the feather had on my companion was startling. His bronze face became white, and he pulled a sawn off shotgun out from beneath his shirt. He spun around erratically, waving the gun as if expecting to see a monster creeping up on him.
‘No names,’ he whispered to the empty room, spooked and sweating.
‘I think I’ll call you Feather,’ I told him, patting him comfortingly on one massive shoulder and trying to keep away from the gun’s barrel.
It was almost ten in the morning before I managed to convince Feather that it was safe to go outside. I bought him a pastry for breakfast, although I myself was limited to coffee and fruit juice, a diet I do not recommend to anyone. I told him my name was Rob, although at the time this was an alias, as I had no real name. We shook hands and normality returned to the day as we talked about the weather, the French, and the best polish to use for silver.
Then Feather explained that he was assembling a team to hunt down the werewolf and was a man short.
‘This wolf-spawn has better smell than its kin who, as you know, are remarkable in that regard. It seems he can smell gun oil from a mile away, so we can’t use guns. That was my mistake last time. Without guns, we have to resort to the old methods. Bows, spears, swords. You know, the classics.’
I had only ever hunted wolves using guns, which was relatively easy as long as they didn’t close too quickly. Hunting without guns sounded dangerous and challenging. I was intrigued.
‘You get a quarter of the cash if we get him,’ he offered.
It was a lot of money.”
“A lot of money,” I said to Rob, “but why did he pick you? Weren’t there hundreds of freelancers to choice from?”
“I asked him that,” agreed Rob, “and he just smiled knowingly, which is one of his more annoying habits. I asked him who the other members of the team would be.
He said, ‘I’m meeting them for a late lunch. Join us if you are interested.’
The offer was exciting. I prefer bows to guns, but mostly I prefer to out-think my opponents rather than out-fight them. I prefer my victories quiet and bloodless, and this looked like it would be neither. It was on this basis that I determined to leave town as soon as possible.”
Rob waited patiently as I rubbed disinfectant over the cuts on his face. I knew his story wasn’t finished.
“I had decided to leave town,” Rob continued, “and was therefore very surprised to find myself standing outside the restaurant Feather had mentioned. I honestly don’t know what had drawn me to the place, but perhaps I was just at a loose end. It wasn’t like I had anywhere else to be. I took my time to check that the building wasn’t being watched. I walked in, and saw Feather sitting at a corner table. He waved me over, and I took the spare chair next to him, wondering why I was there.
Feather’s only companion was a small man with long dreadlocks. He wore a tweed suit. The man’s skin was of the deepest black-blue, but his face was covered in thin, horizontal white scars. They looked to me like ritual scarring, but I couldn’t be certain. He greeted me with a dazzling white smile. One of his teeth was tipped with silver. He shook my hand but said nothing at all. He was vaguely familiar. Feather introduced the man as Stripes, our magical strongman.
The waiter arrived, and we ordered a round of drinks.
‘Rob here is going to help us,’ said Feather.
‘Aye,’ said Stripes in a thick Scottish accent.
He must have noticed my surprise, or maybe he was just used to explaining his accent.
‘My daddy, Gods-rest-him, grew rich by smuggling weapons. He said he wanted to buy me the best education the world could offer, so he sent me ta’ the kingdom to live with my uncle. I grew up in Scotland before heading back to the jungles of my ancestors.’
I didn’t ask Stripes what kind of weapons his father smuggled, or what had happened to him. I had the sinking feeling that I knew all too well. You see, Doctor, it had been only a few years before meeting Stripes that I had been part of the operation that brought down a group of Congolese smugglers in Scotland. At the time I had been proud, because the things they were smuggling should never have been allowed out of the cave they were found in. Our actions saved lives, but the cost had been a number of deaths on both sides.
‘Do we have a fourth?’ I asked, keen to change the subject from who might have done what to whose father.
The fourth chair was empty. Feather waved at it for a second, and spat out a long name in a language I didn’t recognise. The phantom of a man dropped into it from the ceiling, falling quickly and then stopping suddenly when he hit the wood. The man was short and thin, with elegant features and long ears. I realised I was looking at an elf. I had never seen one before and had heard only nasty rumours about them.
‘As I said, the wolf broke a few elfish necks. Sithere was an unlucky bystander, so he chose to haunt the wolf to get his own back. His spirit has been keeping tabs on the wolf, which is why we know he will be passing through this town soon. This puts us ahead of the game, I would say.’
The spectre of Sithere was pulled back into the ceiling and disappeared. I didn’t know what being a ghost was like, but judging from Sithere’s face it must be unpleasant.
‘What does the ghost plan to do with his share of the money?’ asked Stripes.
‘Buy a new body,’ answered Feather.
‘Aye,’ said Stripes, as if this made perfect sense.”
“Is that even possible?” I demanded from Rob, who just shrugged.
“Don’t ask me, Doctor, I don’t know much about Elves. I do know how to hunt a werewolf, though, and there is only one way it can go down. At full moon our target would be fully transformed into his animal form, and his animal instincts would be at their strongest. Werewolves are always hungry and have an excellent sense of smell. An animal carcass would attract them, but the smell of hunters would scare them off. I went back to the room I was hiring and took a long shower, washing myself thoroughly with unscented soap. My next stop was at a local farm, where I bought a sheep. We met that night in a nearby forest. Feather killed the sheep quickly and humanely, and then handed me a vial of its blood to spread on my clothes. Macabre, I know, but it would overpower my own scent.
The rest of the carcass he left in the centre of a forest clearing. Feather had supplied me with an excellent yew bow and twenty arrows to go with it. He was armed with an enormous bronze shield, helmet sword and spear. He looked every inch the hoplite. Stripes was hovering around the outside of the clearing, doing whatever it was he did. I had my reservations about him, both personally and professionally, but Feather trusted him. The plan was for Stripes to attack the wolf with nets while Sithere distracted it, and Feather and I used our blades.
The moon hung above us in all its glory that night, like the eye of God keeping watch on us. We waited in the woods for hours, the smell slowly getting stronger and worse. We were all patient hunters, content to wait in the shadows until our prey revealed itself, so the waiting was no trial. A pale flash of light heralded the arrival of Sithere. The phantom seemed to arrive at speed and then stop suddenly in front of us, hanging in the air. He gave us a quick nod and was gone again. The gigantic wolf burst into the clearing a second later. Have you ever seen a werewolf, Doctor? I would guess not. They are incredible beasts, a nightmare mix of all that is worst of the wolf and ape and horror. This one looked much like a huge baboon, but with clawed feet and long ears. It wore the tattered remains of human clothing, including a thick belt holding a number of pouches. The creature also had a trail of wet blood spilling down from its mouth onto its chest, and I found out later that it had already fed on an unlucky farmer who had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. The beast was still hungry, as its kind always are.
It was the biggest wolf I had ever seen, but it still wasn’t as big as I was expecting. I knew that anything capable of taking down Feather would have to be something special, but this creature didn’t seem so terrifying. It jumped at the meat, ripping the sheep to shreds in seconds.
Then Stripes yelled out a word, and the forest floor jumped upwards, and the beast was hauled into the air by a net. A second net fell from above, trapping the beast even further. It roared, ripping at the thick rope and tearing it as if it were nothing more than wet tissue. I sent my first arrow into the bundle of net and fur and was rewarded by a roar. I sent a second, a third, a fourth in quick succession, aiming for the animal’s head. The wolf was shredding the nets, but more nets were dropping from the trees and grasping the beast like hands of rope and knot, wrestling the creature and slowing it. I learnt later that these were enchanted ropes, a creature made of rope, a rope monster of sorts. No normal net could hold a werewolf, but these were doing well.
Feather ran at the net, stabbing at it with his spear. The creature stopped struggling, laying limp in the net. Werewolves are notoriously hard to kill, but can be subdued with enough violence.
‘That wasna so hard,’ yelled out Stripes from somewhere in the forest.
‘Don’t-’ warned Feather, but he was too late.
The creature surged back to its feet, ripped through the nets and leapt into the air. Its speed took us all by surprise, even Feather. Stripes hit it with a fireball, but I swear it just made the creature angry. It turned towards Stripes, but Feather stabbed it in the legs with his spear, and so it turned towards him instead. Feather only had a second, but he managed to drop into a crouch and take the animal’s weight on his shield.
I sent an arrow right into the monster’s eye, and it roared in pain, clawing chunks of metal out of Feather’s shield. Feather twisted his body, sending the werewolf rolling off him. I sent another arrow at its head, sinking a shaft into its other eye. It was blind, but such things hunt by sound and smell more than sight, so our advantage was not as great as it might seem. We quickly spread out, surrounding the creature to prevent it escaping.”
Rob scratched the scars on his side thoughtfully, remembering the pain.
“It seemed like a good plan, at the time. The creature was hurting, and we thought it would be easy. The creature lashed out, sending dirt and leaves flying everywhere. Feather shoulder- charged it heavily, sending it flying again. To give the beast its due, it was tough. Tougher than its brothers and sisters, tougher than should have been possible. It soaked up the punishment, shrugged it off and continued. It fell, it bled and it hurt, but it got up again. It was unstoppable.”
Rob shivered again, despite the warm afternoon sun. I told him that he didn’t have to continue, but he ignored me.
“It was on its feet before we knew it, sending Feather flying with a wild swing. It stopped, reached down to the belt still hanging around its waist. It pulled something up to its mouth and crunched down on it. Whatever it had eaten gave it new strength and it roared. It tried to run, hitting a tree and falling awkwardly. Stripes laughed aloud, a terrible mistake to make as it revealed his position. The creature stopped its flight, and started moving towards Stripes, swinging wildly as it did so. Stripes roared another spell, but it only angered the creature more. All of Stripe’s defences relied on him speaking, but every word he spoke gave away his position. I whistled a long, loud, painful whistle that hurt the ears. The wolf turned to me, disorientated but furious. I had saved Stripes, but had put myself in terrible danger to do so. I cursed my attempt at team work and shot another arrow at the creature. It leapt over the arrow and smashed into me so fast that I barely saw it move. All I could see was its red, red eyes coming towards me. All I could feel was cold terror gripping me as I was sent head over heels, my side numb. I blacked out.”
For the first time since I had met him, Rob looked worried. He had begun to sweat as he talked, his eyes glazed and his voice far away. He didn’t notice as I tightened his bandages and rubbed antiseptic solution over one of his deeper cuts.
“I wasn’t expecting to wake up, but I did. My body was a world of pain, and I was trapped by it. Stripes was standing above me, and I could feel him drawing on my torso with something. He gave me a piece of leather to bite down on, and I gripped it gratefully. He twisted my leg beneath me, and I remember screaming until I passed out.
I awoke under the starlight, and for a second I thought I was in heaven. Then I saw Stripes’ face above me. Angels don’t smile like that, so I knew I was still on Earth. He had lit a fire next to me, and the warmth was comforting. I felt surprisingly good, and I managed to sit up without any trouble. The pain of the fight was just a bad memory, and I even wondered if I had just dreamed it. Then I saw the ruins of my trousers and saw the bloody flesh beneath them. I twisted enough to see the wreckage of my side where chunks of flesh had been torn away. The pain came flooding back, a tidal wave of sensation that made my head swim.
‘Don’t look at it!’ ordered Stripes, and as soon as I looked away I immediately felt better.
I could see the silvery outline of Sithere floating next to Stripes. The ghost appeared to be meditating, or praying.
‘As long as you don’t look at it, you can’t feel pain. It’s an elf trick that Sithere taught me.’
‘I was told that Elves don’t share their spells with humans,’ I managed, remembering what I had been taught in training.
‘Aye, but Sithere isn’t exactly an elf anymore. ’Sides, we are a team, and we need to look after each other.’
We sat in an uncomfortable silence as he finished his work. His healing wasn’t nearly as skilled as yours, Doctor, but Sithere and he had enough knowledge to keep me alive. He stitched me up as best he could, using what bandages he had and could make. I had saved his life that night, and he had saved mine.
‘What happened last night? Last thing I remember, that thing was carving me up like a Christmas turkey,’ I said.
‘Sithere distracted it, an’ Feather drove his spear right through it. We managed to change it back into a human, ready for delivery. Was no easy feat, an’ Feather didn’t get off too lightly. He copped it even worse than you did.’
‘What? Is he dead?’ I demanded.
‘Dead? Dead?’ Stripes laughed, ‘The old man is dead, aye, but he will be fine.’
I tried to argue, Doctor, but I was so tired. I woke up to the sound of Feather’s alarm ringing through the forest.
‘Wha’ the hell is this?’ Stripes complained, holding up the alarm.
It was covered in blood, but there was no sign of the arm it had been wrapped around.
‘It’s his watch,’ I muttered, trying to sit up.”
“So where was Feather?” I asked Rob, “and why on Earth would Stripes think he would be OK?”
“He had been dead, and then he was OK, Doctor, he was. He came running through the forest completely unharmed but screaming like a madman, crying out for his shotgun. We had no guns on us, as you may remember, but there was no telling Feather that. As he raced towards us, I saw an eagle swoop down towards us. He reached for the bow at my side, but the eagle was too close. I kicked out at Feather’s legs, managing to trip him over just as the bird’s talons glanced off his skull. I threw my knife, but it was an awkward angle and it barely snicked its wing. The bird spiralled upwards into the trees and disappeared.
Feather was on his feet straight away with the bow in his hand, screaming abuse at the bird and firing arrows into the sky at random. It took Stripes and I nearly twenty minutes to calm him down, but there was nothing we could do to convince him to put the bow down. He sat with his back to a tree trunk, muttering to himself.
‘Elves be here soon,’ Stripes said, ‘an’ then we get you both sorted.’
I was wondering if I had been hallucinating, but then a giant blue feather spiralled gently out of the sky and landed by my hand. I picked it up: it was real.
‘What’s the story with that freak of a bird? It was the biggest eagle I have ever seen, and it made straight for him like it wanted to tear his head off!’ I said.
‘Aye, ’tis his liver the creature wants. It hunts him at dawn, so it does. Every dawn, and its children spy on him all through the morn’. He is ready for it most days but sometimes it still takes him by surprise. The man and the eagle, locked in a battle of eternal hatred. Sometimes the man wins, sometimes the bird does. ’Tis none too pleasant when the bird wins. You made a friend today, yes you did. And one last night, by saving me.’
But I wasn’t thinking about Feather, nor Stripes. A terrible thought had occurred to me, and there was only one question I wanted answered.
‘Why am I still alive, Stripes? Surely-’
‘-I been looking for a partner, me,’ he interrupted, ‘an’ you seem a likely lad.’
‘Pretty sure I killed your father,’ I muttered, because being killed by Stripes was looking like the best possible alternative.
‘Da’ be silly! I did the deed myself years ago. Ye might ha’ killed my uncle, but he was a nasty piece of work and deserved it.’
Stripes launched into a long story about his varied family and their many misadventures. His grandfather had been an infamous shaman, his mother a witchdoctor. His brother was in I.T., the white sheep of the family. It was pretty obvious to me that he was trying to distract me. I wondered if I would die before the wolf’s bite changed me into one of the moon’s children. Time passed, and nothing happened.
The Elves arrived an hour later. Feather was better by then, and he had a quiet word with one of the magi. They took the now-human body of the werewolf with some enthusiasm, and I felt almost sorry for it. Almost. A few small items seemed to change hands, and then the Elves were gone and we were alone in the forest. Feather ambled over to me and sat down.
‘Sorry about this morning,’ he said, but I waved him away as graciously as a half-dead casualty can.
He showed me a couple of empty glass cylinders. A couple of oily red drops remained in them. I didn’t recognise the drug, as it was the first time I had ever seen it. Did I feel cold dread in my stomach that first time? Did I see my whole life changing because of them? I should have, but there was no way I could have known at the time how that red drug would cause so much pain in my life, so much damage. It is the reason I am sitting here today, but the story of the Red Canary will have to wait for another day. I watched as Feather sniffed the cylinder, pulling an ugly face at the acrid smell.
‘This is what that thing was on. This is what gave it such power, and damn near drove it mad. It’s a drug of some sort, but I’ve never seen the like.’
‘Neat,’ I muttered without much interest, ‘I don’t suppose it doubles as some sort of miracle cure as well?’
Feather shook his head.
‘Nah, I wouldn’t let you touch it. But don’t worry, I got a present for you. I traded in part of your payment, and got these,’ he said, passing me a bag of what seemed to be marbles.
‘OK,’ I said, unimpressed.
‘You got bit by the wolf, boy, and we all know what that means. Even so, you are going to need a help if you plan on seeing tomorrow, as even wolf spawn can die. Now, eat up!’
‘Aye,’ agreed Stripes, and I ate up.”
“Marbles?” I asked Rob. I had found a bag of white marbles on him when I had found him, but there were only three left in the bag. They had looked like tiny moons, glowing luminescent even in the daylight. It occurred to me that I hadn’t seen them in a few days.
“I did as I was told, and I survived,” Rob said, “Feather took off the next day, but Stripes stayed around and made sure I healed up. We formed a pretty successful partnership before he headed back to the Congo to get involved in politics. I still run into him from time to time. I had a lot of learning to do, those early days. The scars of that night have saved my life a number of times, and my resilience waxes and wanes with the moon. Luckily, my powers were pretty high during my recent encounter.”
“Oh, damn,” I said, thinking about the date.
“Yes, I was wondering when you would realise. I didn’t bring this story up for no reason. This curse has saved me, but a curse it is none the less. We have two days until the full moon, and we need to be prepared. You need to go down to the local hardware store and buy chains. Lots of them.”
 

Those next few nights were the worst of my life. I sent my daughter away, of course. The thing that Rob became terrified me; it was a monster that strained against the chains and tore deep scratches in the concrete floor of my garage. He grew stronger as the full moon drew nearer, and he almost escaped me, despite my precautions. I thought I was going to die but, just when things were at their worst, a silver phantom appeared over his head and whispered calming words in his ear. Perhaps it was Sithere, still waiting for his body. Perhaps it was a friend sent by Feather or Stripes. Rob never mentioned it again, and I never had the courage to ask him.
 




 

Don’t Fear The Reaper
I am the last of the old people. It is not a blessing.
My captor visits me every week. He is a member of the ruling council and looks young enough to be my great-grandson, yet was born only a decade after me. He is one of the first of his generation; I am the last of mine. Our similar age is all we have in common.
“We demand you help us stop it,” he says calmly, the same thing he says every visit.
He is always calm. Anger requires adrenaline and hormones, but my captor had these regulated when he was still a young man. His strong plastic heart beats thirty times per minute, every minute of every hour, every hour for eternity.
“The incidents are getting worse. We demand you undo the damage.”
He looks good for his age, but his eyes betray him. They are cold and copper, metallic substitutes that replaced his natural biology many years ago. His eyes show no passion, no understanding. They are a robot’s eyes, a golem’s eyes.
I stare out of my prison window and onwards on to flowing hills and clear blue skies. There is a single cloud on the horizon.
“This isn’t much of a prison,” I say conversationally.
“You are frail,” he answers, “we simply need to lock the door, and you are trapped. You have no friends; where would you go?”
It is all too true. My generation lived for decades longer than our ancestors could have dreamed possible; healthy until our twilight years, but we were still mortal.
“I travel widely, both in time and in space. You will never understand the joys that memory can bring an old man.”
“Your memory fades with your mind. You will die soon.”
I don’t deny his words, for their truth is self-evident. Every day is harder, every moment inches me towards my eventual fate. As is only right, in my mind.
“I have outlived my friends, my family and my purpose. Maybe it’s time. Sixteen decades are enough for any man.”
“We disagree.”
“You aren’t real men!” I snort.
He is quiet for a moment, considering my words.
“We are your descendants,” he contests, and I hang my head in recognition of a brutal truth.
My own son chose to replace his flesh with electronics. I consider this the single greatest failure of my life.
When I look up he is gone.
He visits me again the next day; they must be getting desperate.
When I first realised what humanity was becoming, I checked myself in to surgery for the first and only time. I received a brainnet, an upgrade to prevent all future upgrades. The brainnet is also the reason they can’t just read my mind. They must interrogate me daily for answers, a task quite alien to their nature.
I wait for them to resort to torture, but they never do. They may be inhuman, but they aren’t cruel. For this I admire them, despite my hatred of what they represent.
My captors think I am insane. I don’t bother to argue.
Humanity is defined by its madness. We know about our own mortality, but defy this knowledge and demand meaning from our universe. We are frequently flawed, easily misled and just occasionally brilliant. We live. We hope. We strive. We believe that if we somehow achieve enough in this life, we will never truly die, which is nonsense, but powerful nonsense.
Making peace with this inner chaos is the greatest struggled faced by each member of humanity. This battle defines humankind driving us to greatness and sometimes to madness. Or it used to. The cyborg Human 2.0 is fully rational, fully in control, fully emotionless. They have no fear or hope, so they have no passion. They can organise and streamline, but they can’t create. Technology and science have stagnated since the rise of the metal generation.
I tell this to my captor.
“One day life on earth will be challenged,” I add, “and your people will not adapt to survive.”
“Perhaps there is something in what you say,” he says, surprising me; he had never shown such an understanding before. I am left speechless as he leaves the room and, for the first time in many years, I wonder if what I did was right.
I was brilliant once, you understand. You see me now with thin arms and weak eyes, but I was as young and powerful and dangerous as any man who ever lived. In decades past I joined with like-minded men and women to corrupt the code that runs through the minds and bodies of the metal men. We set up a virus, a virus to change the world. We decided not to use it then, for fear of what we would unleash on ourselves.
I triggered the virus three years ago, when my wife died, and I realised that I was truly alone. They found me quickly, and I have been imprisoned ever since.
I am sitting on my bed when my captor bursts in and swings a wild punch that takes me across my face and knocks me to the ground. He kicks out and I feel my ribs crack beneath his feet. There is no escape. I am too slow; he is too strong. My body cannot survive this abuse, and this knowledge makes me both happy and wretched.
“What is this poison in my mind?” he screams.
“Anger! Anger at the chaos that threatens your best efforts to control!” I say, realising that this is my own work come to destroy me.
“The young riot against the council. The council, their elders, who have given them so much, who have led them wisely and taught them everything we could!” he says, still standing above me but no longer looking at me.
“It is natural for every generation to rise against their elders, and for their elders to resent this,” I explain, sitting up against my bed, clutching my aching side. The pain is excruciating, the victory liberating.
“But they will make so many mistakes,” he groans.
“Yes, yes they will. They would rather make their own mistakes than live the perfect lives you proscribe. This is part of what it means to be human.”
“Why?”
 “Disbelief.”
“Everything we have done… could we lose it all?”
“Shock!”
“You did this! Your virus destroyed our emotion suppressors!” he accuses me, and I can see that he is crying.
“Surprise? I too was mighty once.”
“Will we… will we also die? I don’t want to die!”
“Fear,” I whisper as my thoughts fade to nothing.
“There is so much I still want to do,” he tells my corpse.
 

Hope.
 




 

Long Shot
ETA: 100 days
I have just finished reading the complete the Jeeves and Wooster series today. Say what you like, but the classics are remembered for a reason. I read them all because I enjoy them and because I don’t have anything else to do today. Or tomorrow, or the days after that. Time I have in surplus. I sleep twenty hours out of every twenty-four. It’s still not enough. When the moment comes I will be awake for eighty hours straight, but until then my free time seems infinite.
To keep myself sharp, I run the engine statistics and make slight recalibrations which improve efficiency by some infinitesimal amount. It takes me two hours. I am bored.
 

ETA: 75 days
I can feel the fear, even now, even out here. They told me that the drugs would cut down on the adrenaline, cut down on all the hormones that would make me feel nervous. They were right for a change, but there is more fear than chemicals. A thin note of complaint plays in my ears as the sensors do another sweep. Fear is a pattern of thought. I can see it in my own EEG if I want to. You can tell a lot from those little brain waves, especially if you have time.
I have time. So much time.
Exactly five kilometres to my left and a few hundred metres behind me is my wingman. Baris and I haven't spoken in a while. Three months, four days and twenty seven minutes, more or less. My instruments tell me that he is still in position.
Don't get me wrong, I like the guy. We had long chats at one point, but words run out eventually. What is there to say these days, really? He is still alive. So am I. We finished our last philosophical argument months ago, and now we settle down to wait. We keep our minds to ourselves in an attempt not to think about the mission. I hate our mission.
We fly the most destructive weapons humanity has ever produced. We are Armageddon’s helmsmen. We are the stars of death and war, and we are coming for you.
At sub-light levels, so don’t hold your breath. Baris and I fly two of only a handful of the experimental bombers that are part of the Long Shot project. We are Earth’s last chance, and we will never be able to forgive ourselves.
We are going to bomb the Enemy. Or, at least, humanity's enemy. If we were flying to bomb my personal enemy, we would be flying in the wrong damn direction, believe me.
 

ETA: 62
Nervous. Of course, the drugs won't do anything about that if it’s only in my mind. My camera scans the stars for something. Anything. A comet passed a few light years away. I watch its light-memory from years ago, record it for later. I detect a rock coming closer, light seconds away... scanning. All I can do is watch and wait.
When the Lottery chose me for the war, my parents tried to get me off it on psychological reasons. My half-brother even tried to take my place. Didn't work, though. It seldom does. The tests they made me do (they made us all do, at some stage) showed that I was:
1) Highly intelligent (apparently), BUT with negative leadership qualities because
2) I am so deeply introverted that
3) I sometimes forget that other people can't read my mind. Or even that they exist at all.
I wonder if Baris can read my mind. Perhaps I should tell him about my fears.
No.
Either he has his own fears, in which case mine will merely compound them when I intrude in his solitude or he has no fears, and I will create them when I intrude in his solitude.
Of course. Academic.
Back to books for me, for now. Perhaps Sherlock’s rational thought will be comforting.
 

ETA: 60
There are two dimensions of personality in which the MilNav are interested.
Negative. Bias thought towards own position. Correct:
There are many dimensions of personality in which the MilNav are interested. Every Sol person sits personality tests at set stages in their lives. One of the vital dimensions is extraversion/ introversion.
The extremes of this scale are highly amusing. Some people have nervous systems with low excitement of the brain. They need to look for interesting activities, stimulation. Extroverts. Tend to be social, friendly, charismatic. Entertainers and serious party animals, they often die young while chasing another hit of excitement. They serve only on the biggest spaceships and stations, where their primary duty is to raise morale. Under the guise of second junior officers they pull pranks and drink a lot. Few make it any further up. Battle commanders need a temperate personality.
Some people have systems in which arousal is so high that sitting quietly and staring at the wall is an intense experience. We are better thinkers that soldiers. We are the introverts, and we mostly live inside our own heads. Try to avoid the exciting world, because over stimulation of the nervous system = negative health consequences.
As you might expect, this does not make us popular at parties.
 

58
There was this girl.
It doesn't matter.
 

56
Still nervous. Did I mention I am slightly neurotic, or did the military already tell you that? Would have been a lie, anyway. Hyper-neurotic is the word. So is Baris. I've seen his scores when I hacked the system one time. So are we all.
Neurotic is all part of the genetics. Paranoia we were taught at our specialized flight school.
Forever looking over our shoulders. Forever second-guessing ourselves. Compulsive checkers of safety seals, emergency lights, vectors, food preservatives and so on so on so on. What is a curse for normal people is a blessing out here. Out here, you can never be sure enough. Of anything. That’s why they choose us, train us, send us. We check everything always, and we survive.
Carefully does it.
A rock. About the size of my fist. Travelling at the same speed as us plus ten percent, same direction, nearly. I've been watching it for days now, just in case.
Spent the day checking the engine algorithms. There was a .0-0090000200032 error in one of them. Correcting now... done.
 

54.1
She sure was a beauty. Even by modern standards. Even without surgery.
My options were: research scientist, recluse, finance analyst, computer programmer. None of these seemed endearing. That was pre-enlistment, naturally. Once enlisted, there was only really one option.
I wonder where she is now? Doesn't matter. Going for a run.
 

54.2
Virtual run. Complete. Tired now.
 

53
Received: LS-1 from LS-6.
Harmless
It drives the psychologists wild. We don't talk for days, months, and then that's all we have to say to each other. One little meaningless word? They rave about it as if we are telepathic. As if we accidentally invented Einstein.
Stupid. Why need more? One word says all.
Baris is OK. Still sane. Still healthy. He has also been watching the rock. A few of the scans I ran showed high metal. Abnormally high metal readings. Probe? Negative. Just a rock.
Baris agrees. Just a rock. He knows that I know that he has been watching that rock for days, and so have I. Not like there is anything else out there. That’s what he was saying: just checking that I know.
Just checking in.
Extroverts can't take the silence. They need constant talking. Constant conversation to stimulate them. Tend to go mad in extended isolation. Not hypothetical. They have run tests. Crews isolated for long periods of time like we are have to be introverts or stored in the deep freezer. We are both.
Send: LS-1 to LS-6
Y.
 

50
The Long Shot project. The name says it all. The technology was apparently easier than the crew problem. Then they found us, the few, the talented, the disposable. They lock us in vast bombers and send them into the stars to attack high value targets. They don’t expect us to succeed, but if we do we achieve more than a battle fleet ever could.
We travel quietly but so, so terribly slowly. This means we take about two years to get to our destination. Two years in the same ship. Crews go crazy. The personal interactions lead to conflict. We don’t play well with others, so the silence is refreshing after living on a planet of twenty billion souls.
That’s why they send us out alone. Of all humanity, only we are able to bear it.
Inside each ship is a single mind, and inside each mind is a whole different reality, a whole different universe with unique rules and experiences. We can spend eternity exploring just one of these internal universes, and still there will be unknowns. This is true of all humans, but especially of us. Each mind is a treasure, a wonder, but if we die out here there will be few who notice, fewer who care. After all, who cares for a few more deaths in a conflict that has consumed thousands of lives already.
War is hell. At least it’s quiet out here.
We are deep space bombers. Deep. Deep introversion, deep into enemy territory, deep water, deep trouble.
All this is possible because of the hyper drive. Everyone’s heard of it, and how it allows us to Jump at faster than light speeds. Only two people understand it, and they are the two most intelligent people on Earth, but that's OK. For some reason the Jump needs to be piloted by a human. Computers can only do so much, it seems. It is a delicate job.
The Jump works. We copied it from the Enemy, before we were fighting. The good old days. I met one once. Seemed OK. Can’t say more for most humans.
Once again, why am I fighting in this war?
Should I remove that last part later? Who cares? What are they going to do, court martial me for writing bad things about them? This diary is meant to be confidential, so they can’t use it in court. But they read it.
Of course you do.
Stealth. Jumping is just too obvious: may as well let off a few fireworks and announce yourself on every radio frequency available. We have tiny FTL engines. Tiny Jumps. Tiny energy to be noticed. When we get close enough, we go sub-light. It takes months to get to the target as sub-light because
 

48
It doesn’t matter. I hate parties.
 

47
I told them that I wanted to take my music. Old stuff. Good stuff. The Admiral said no. I said I was taking it anyway. He said that was going against a direct order. I asked what he was going to do about it? Kick me out of an army I never wanted to fight in? Send me home?
He said I could be court martialled. I asked him, what then, threaten to put me in solitary confinement until the end of the war?
He laughed at that. I knew he would. I got my way. The music plays over me in my ship’s womb-like cockpit. I’m suited up, suspended in gel. The suit gives me force feedback to exercise in, and controls the ship. It feeds me, and keeps me healthy. It’s a strange experience.
Safe?
 

44.1
Who am I kidding?
 

44.2
Have you ever seen the design of my ship? I doubt it, as even I don’t know every part of the damn thing. Only three people on Earth have access to all the blueprints. It isn’t a secret to say that almost all of it is made up of a huge sub-light engine ringed with a hell of a lot of bombs and covered by a thin skin of crazy stealth technology. The Jump drive and cockpit are tucked inside somewhere like tiny appendixes that the surgeons just couldn’t be bothered to remove. The whole thing costs more than a small Pacific island.
The plan is straightforward: we Jump far from the system undetected, and spend a few months getting up speed. All that time accelerating means we arrive in the system sub-lights at speeds that only missiles can match. And there will be missiles. They know about us. A few of us got close enough to drop our bombs a few times, apparently. Lots of destruction. They can’t stop us unless they can predict us, and detect us a long way away, but neither is likely. We pass through the system like the Devil’s own shadow, avoid interception, drop our bombs and are gone like a bad dream.
Then we Jump our way home, tiny distances at a time.
Average casualties for this job 47%, including people who just don't bother to go home afterwards (32%, maybe).
That’s why they send us out in pairs, now. Supposed to help.
I'll go back. This time, I will talk to her. Defend myself against those creeps.
 

30
Countdown. Checking life-support systems.
 

29
Rechecking life-support systems.
 

28
Engines. Checking. Disagree with computer's analysis. That’s why they don’t send robots. We joke that they can’t: the robots would get too lonely.
 

27
Checking the computer. This is crazy; I don’t want to bomb anybody. But humanity lies in the scales of my actions, according to the propaganda. Personally express disbelief.
 

26
Computer error. All fixed now.
 

25
Check and recheck bombs. Ready to begin 20-day countdown check.
 

22
OK, who left the time-dated message on my system? Popped up today and scared the living blood out of me. So no thanks to whomever that was. For the record, I am not planning dissent. Or passing through the system without sending out my bombs. Is that what happened in the past, did Long Shots mutiny? And if anyone touches my family there will be trouble. Trouble, do you hear me? Read my record. I can and will find you.
Received:LS-6 to LS-1
Threat msg plant?
Send: LS-1 to LS-6
Y! Jerks.
Not just me, then. Great way to motivate the soldiers. Still, Baris was an orphan. They don't even get luxury of the lottery. I wonder what you threatened him with?
Me?
 

15
I spent most of my youth as an elective mute. Nobody asked me what I thought about this, naturally. Not that they listen anyway. Which was the point, really. Just another reason why I am the way I am, why I am where I am.
 

10
They don't even get a chance to surrender. That’s what really eats at me. This isn’t a battle, this is a slaughter. They won’t know what hit them. That’s the point, I know, but I hate it. This isn’t fair. I wonder if they would ever do the same to us?
Apparently this is a big fleet-building system. The place where they fling ships together behind the battle lines. Too well defended for conventional attack, they say. That’s why it was chosen for us. Won’t be the first time intelligence got it wrong though. Probably be a first if they get it right.
Time to forgo all contact with Baris from here on in. I say my goodbyes.
 

5
Uh oh. The passive sensors show big time space ships here, orbiting the suns. Bigger than anything I’ve ever… energy collectors? Makes sense, I suppose. We should be close enough to use the telescopes soon. Too many to take out in one go?
No. I have so many bombs.
 

4
Farms! They’re just farms. Massive amounts of food being grown in this system. Probably feeds a hell of a lot of people. Must be enough to feed… swift calculations… Earth’s entire population, give or take. Supplies the
people! They are people, too. Don’t let the propaganda men tell you otherwise.
My superiors would be pleased. 'This could win the war' I bet. They always say that, but we still seem to be fighting.
Me? Not happy. Starvation is not an acceptable combat technique. Think of the civilian casualties: they will never forgive us. Need to talk to Baris. Time is running out.
Needs must… breaking silence.
Sent LS-1 to LS-6:
Civilian s.stations. Remove from the target list
I can see a few large floating shipyards, too, and a dozen big cruisers. At least we can hit those.
 

3
LS-1: received from LS-6

Concur.
Relief. Doesn’t technically matter what Baris thinks, because I am in command of this flight. Nominally. This added responsibility is courtesy of my IQ being 0.5 higher than his, and 27 points higher than the officer who chose us for this mission. I know; I hacked the system again.
As if Baris would do anything I told him to just because I’m in command.
 

2.1
Preparing bombs. Only need to use half now, and half again for the second section of battle ships. There will be bombs to spare.
 

2.2
Rechecking bombs.
So soon.
 

0
Firing bombs.
They don’t all go where I mean them to.
The computer fights me over how the bombs are used. It targets the farms. We argue. This ship is no longer mine to command.
Taking some damage from long range weaponry.
Armour holding.
Bomb impact.
 Destruction.
Waste, one of the farms falls into the sun.
Wait… start cycle again. I can’t stop it.
I can’t stop it. But I can try, for if I don’t try then what am I?
My computer pings, and new code flashes across my screen. My bombs explode shortly after I shed them, killing nothing. Finished. Three bombs left. I prevent them from firing just in time.
Checking position of LS-6
Uh-oh
Attack +1 day
Baris is dead. I think I may have killed him with my fallout.
He must be dead, I can’t find him. We were set to meet up outside the system, but he is not there. Like, where I expect him. Where he is supposed to be. The problem with stealth bombers is that I can’t tell where he is, and he can’t tell where I am either. Until now, we kept in touch with low power lasers and serious precision flying. If he doesn’t let me know his location before I Jump, I will never find him again.
Replaying records of bombing run. Maybe he is still OK.
 

+2
No, I think he is dead. Camera recorded fires behind me. Out of system now, preparing for first Jump. I have no choice if I want to survive.
 

+3
.
 

+4
.
 

+5
.
 

+6
Poor Baris.
 

+7.1
Will be spending the next month getting home. No company at all. And, when I get there, a court martial. Probably. May as well not bother.
 

+7.2
Another hidden pop up message. I’m going to find out who programmed these things, and I’m going to make them suffer. It is hard enough being alone without also being bombarded with propaganda and coercions.
You win, though. I’m coming home. You don’t need to make threats about my life support: I’m coming home anyway. Don’t worry about me. Or the billion-dollar flying bomb you put me in that cost more than a battle cruiser.
Coming home.
Minus a wingman
 

+18
Just not the same. Now I truly am lonely. I am the only mind amongst the empty byways of space, and the weight of nothing is suffocating. It was always enough to know that people like me existed, in case I wanted to contact them. I never felt the urge. Now, I do, and I am… all alone.
 

+24
This is definitely why they send us out in twos. Even I get lonely out here. Bored. Scared. No second set of sensors. No crew, no conversation.
No help.
 

+30
My Jump drive is broken. Must have been damaged in the brief battle, possibly even by my own bombs. I don’t want to die here, but the mechanics of the drive are beyond me. On the other hand, I really don’t want to die. Out here. Alone. So.
 

+300
Done. I hope the repairs hold. The work has kept my mind distracted.
 

+400
Why bother? If this thing had a self-destruct code… No. There is work for me on Earth, and I cannot be selfish. I am surrounded by a billion miles of pressing stillness. I fall through the light of dead stars, buried beneath the rubble of my own self-worth. I should not have been sent out here.
 

+404
The silence screams at me. I pulled the trigger that killed so many. Yes, I could have killed more, but I should have killed less. I should have known that the bombs would fire automatically. Because of me, only one farm was destroyed; because of me, many will die of hunger.
 

+823
So long without writing. My work and my guilt consume me, but at least the work is finished. One more Jump, and I’m home. It’s been so long, so long, so long. I yearn for human company.
 

+824
Holding near Sol. Huge fleet 'beneath' me, between me and Earth.
Big news today, one of the fleets hit a major enemy system. Knocked out a lot of enemy ships. Also, what I recognized as the sun-farms. Lump in stomach when I think of what that means for those poor aliens who will now starve to death.
Or not. Can’t starve when you’re vaporized. Our brave commanders nuked them mercilessly from a million miles away. Everybody celebrating their incredible valour. Yellow cowards. We have to get much closer than that, we are forced to see what it is we kill.
New ships arriving in system soon, judging from the Jump waves. Moving closer to the fleet.
Ordered to. Don’t think they trust me too well. Wonder if they know I am still part armed with the ordnance, since I didn’t drop it all? I am stealth, after all. Three quarters of the fleet don’t even know I’m here. Don’t think they will know I’m armed. We aren’t supposed to come back with bombs, but…I killed more enemy craft on that last run than any battleship hero could claim.
Have to write report.
Fake ignorance of basic principles of English syntax and vocab due to massive... trauma/social difficulties in early life/time spent away from society/major mental deficits. What now?
 

+831
Baris is still alive! He was forced to Jump out of the target system. He also had problems with his ship, but not as bad as me. He arrived outside the sol system nearly two months before me. He says he is so far away because his sensors are messed up. Makes sense. He is travelling in on his sub-light engines and wait, hold on, hit the big red button. Surely he isn’t thinking about
He drenched the system with lasers until he found me, but since mine are the only sensors set to detect the lasers…. He will be here in two days. I don’t think the rest of the fleet knows, just me. Can’t tell them, either, because… hell. I just don’t want to. The conquering fleet now joined the fleet below me. News casts of celebrations. Not impressed. Others on Earth feel same way, apparently. Minority, but a vocal one.
 

+832.1
They sent my report back, with another threat of court-martial if I don’t comply with regulations and write a proper one. Perhaps it was the use of pictograms that pushed them over the edge. If the fleet commanders want to court martial me, they are going to have to wait in damn line. Far more important people are going to want to bust my chops by the end of all this.
I intentionally didn’t bomb the farms. I fought the computer and prevented it from bombing the farms as well. If I had my time over again, I would go back and not bomb the farms in exactly the same manner. I am unrepentant on this point.
Faking communication device damage
Faking computer error.
Better be on the safe side. Faking mental breakdown.
Pretending to be catatonic. Ship lock down and stealth to prevent being boarded. Floating away from fleet – somebody will be coming after me soon.
 

+832.2
Received:LS-6 to LS-1
Look. They did what? Terrible!
Send: LS-1 to LS-6
Y! Y! Those were civilian farms.
Received:LS-6 to LS-1
By the by. Bomb coming yourwaysoon. prep eject. Also, large EMP from bomb.
Send: LS-1 to LS-6
WT?!
Received:LS-6 to LS-1
Cowards
Send: LS-1 to LS-6
Agree sentiment, question action.
His sensors were always fine. It was no coincidence that
Preparing evacuation. Baris has a wicked sense of humour, but this is no joke. Perhaps now he is just wicked. Best get ready to get out of here. The ship can shield the escape pod – good use of the world’s resources there.
Received: LS-6 to LS-1
Take care of yourself. Was nice knowing you. Pity about the rest of the race.
The funny thing is, he had it all planned. Planned well, I might add. We are like that, sitting and thinking for hours before we even do anything.
The plan was simple: built up speed coming in-system, just like we trained for. He had the time. My arrival delayed him, but only slightly
When he finally was detected he just flashed the correct entry authorization. He got close, close enough to drop the bombs he had kept from our earlier run. Lots of bombs. They can’t stop him, and when his work was done the fleet was no more.
He passed through the system at incredible speed, avoided interception, and is gone like a bad dream.
Eject!
The EMP kills my computer, the sensors, the black box. Everything.
I sit in my ejected cockpit and wait a while before turning the emergency systems back on.
The fleet is dust beneath me. Baris aimed his bombs well. It was what we were trained for, after all. The bombs were city killers, and did their work admirably.
The EMP wiped out all evidence from my computers of our earlier attacks. There is now no evidence of my glorious battle prowess, except in my memories and my journal. Ah well, I’m sure I can have those scrubbed out somehow. I’ll need to.
These things happen. As for my earlier behaviour? As if they will care anyway. I’m going back to Earth. I wonder if it’s possible to become a politician if you hate people or have more than half a brain. Without a fleet, Earth will need to try politics again.
Worth a try. Somebody will have to put paid to this madness.
To my surprise, she is waiting for me…
…time passes.
(I wonder where he went?)
 




 

Rob Echosoul And The Clone Rebellion
-from the notes of Dr Whenson
When I first met Rob Echosoul, I believed him to be unique in this world, for aren’t we all? He had arrived on my doorstep half-dead, and I had used my skills to keep him alive. The reasons for his remarkable recovery are a story for another time, but, needless to say, I was intrigued both by his biology and his life. He had often hinted that there were others like him in the world, but I clung to my comfortable views of life and at first didn’t grasp his meaning. I found out the shocking story of his origins on a quiet morning when I asked him if I could take a sample of his DNA, a standard practice for the doctors of my time.
 

“Can’t let you take a sample, Doctor,” he explained, shaking his head.
Of course I asked him why not and explained there was no harm in it.
“There is harm, Doctor, great harm,” he said, “for you see, my DNA was encoded with unique security codes. If you ran my DNA through one of the online databases my old bosses would be alerted to both your location and your identity. They would be extremely happy to see you, but the feeling would be far from mutual. They regard me as a great failure, you see, the kind they would prefer to erase from both thought and memory.”
“You mean you think you were genetically engineered?” I asked, somewhat rudely. I didn’t believe it was possible, or legal. That is what I had every reason to believe, but Rob gave me a long, slow stare that made me feel incredibly uncomfortable.
“No, Doctor,” he said with considerable patience, “I think nothing of the sort. I know I am genetically engineered, as were my seven identical brothers. Do you want to know what I am, Doctor? Do you truly want to know why I was made?”
I said that I didn’t, although I was curious. Rob said nothing more that morning, but eventually his silence became annoying. I wanted to know what he had meant. My daughter was at school, and Rob and I were alone in the house. I made a pot of tea and asked him to join me. As always, I had my little recorder sitting in my pocket. If you don’t believe me, I can play the whole talk back to you. I have listened to it a hundred times myself, hoping each time that I will hear something to prove that it was all a joke.
“Tell me about your upbringing,” I asked.
“What changed?” he asked, somewhat unkindly.
“I got bored,” I lied, “and it’s this or the medical journals. I hate those things, so tell me a tale.”
I wasn’t lying about the medical journals, so he laughed, sipped his tea and began to talk. I won’t blame you if you don’t believe a word, but I swear it’s all true. With Rob, the least pleasant explanation was generally the most correct one.
“You live in a rational world, Doctor, but it is fake,” he began, “and there is far more chaos and magic in this world than you have been led to believe. You think of myths as quaint stories by primitive minds, but every myth, every legend and every bedtime story has an element of truth. There really are creatures in the attic, and witches in the forest. There are reasons men are scared of the dark, and they prowl on many long legs. Such things used to be far more common, of course, back when the world was so young.”
I asked him how I had never heard of such things if they were so widespread.
“You have both heard and seen these things, but you deny them. Think of the footsteps on the roof at night, the impossible noises when you are home alone. Remember the shadows you see moving in the corner of your eye? That odd feeling that you are being watched? These are what I’m talking about. The creatures in the dark hate you, but they know they cannot hurt you without being hunted. They cannot draw attention to themselves, particularly not in this country where you are so protected.”
“Protected by who?” I asked. Our conversation was beginning to make me feel uncomfortable, as so many of our conversations did.
“You mean what, Doctor, what. The Company protects these lands, Doctor. They struggled for many years to find their way, but now they are pretty good. I hear that Mister Sunshine works for them now, although I cannot tell how they managed that. But it wasn’t always like this, it wasn’t always a war,” he continued, “because for the longest time humanity had a truce with the dark and magical creatures, an equilibrium of sorts. Some of these creatures worked with humanity, some against, but overall things were stable. This stability was enforced by the wisdom and power of the dragons, but when their whole race left the world to return to the dimensions of their birth, well, things began to fall apart. Humankind began to spread across the Earth like weeds, filling up every nook and corner, pushing the odd and the mean and the magical out to the very edges of the world. The magical creatures capable of leaving did and the ones left behind felt abandoned by their kind and driven out by our kind. They became bitter, violent and unruly. Only the worst were left behind. The clash been man and monster became more obvious, and more problematic.”
“I don’t believe any of this, Rob,” I said, but he ignored me as I rose to leave.
“Sit down, Doctor. You asked, and now you will find out. Decades ago, humankind decided that they would no longer share this world. The world’s many rulers came to believe - wrongly - that they finally had the ability to consolidate their power over this world. A policy of eradication was enacted, and armies of hunters were trained and dispatched to the darkest corners of the world. Most did not come back. The darkness fought back, you see, for it was no lamb to the slaughter. Ancient animosities were put aside as the remaining magical creatures realised that they could work together or die alone. Alliances were formed, and the hunters found themselves outmatched.”
“What has this got to do with you?” I said, although the answer was dawning on me.
“The war was going badly, but it received a second wind with the improvement of DNA and cloning technology. The graves of legendary warriors, made famous for their ability to go head-to-head with the worst that magic had to offer, were found and dug up. The precious DNA was tested, modified and then used to create small units of super-elite warriors trained from birth to fight for humanity. The Beowulfs were the first success and led Scandinavia into a period of relative peace. Dozens of clone teams followed, each based on the DNA of a fallen hero. My brothers and I were one such unit, our DNA stolen from the corpse of the greatest outlaw to ever grace British soil. Like all clones, we were trained from birth for the silent and dark war, expected to be obedient weapons in the hands of our creators. Does this sound reasonable to you, Doctor? These are the type of arrangements that keep you safe at night.”
“Did it work?” I asked hopefully, realising too late that the question proved Rob’s low opinion of humankind true.
Rob laughed a long, merry laugh and gave me a knowing look.
“Legends don’t take orders easily. The trouble started in Greece, who had hedged their bets by cloning a combination of brains and brawn, in the form of Ulysses and Ajax. The Ulysses refused to fight, saying that they had no war with the monsters if the monsters had no war with them. They declared their intent to leave their base and enter the world of men. It was a peaceful rebellion, but it terrified those in power. As is usually the case when the authorities felt threatened, they resorted to brute force, sending the Ajax clones. The Ajax clones are the very definition of brute force, and went in guns blazing, but when the smoke finally cleared it was the Ajax who were dead or wounded. The Ulysses had disappeared, the Ajax failed, and that was the end of the Greek program. The surviving Ajax are now mostly mercenaries. The Ulysses are easy enough to find if you know where to look. On farms, mostly, surrounded by their loving families.”
“Sounds good to me,” I said, feeling in total agreement with Ulysses.
“That’s what I thought, too, for a while. We were meant to be weapons, but men are more than tools. There were many rebellions after that. The Swedish Beowulfs refused orders, insisting that they would never obey the inferior men who were their masters. Beowulf had been a king in his time, and his headstrong bravery was unsuited to taking orders. Seven of them survived the fallout of their insurrection and made it out into the world. Three of them still survive.”
“And you?” I asked, curious.
“My brothers and I did not hear of these rebellions until much later. We did not even know that other clones existed, for our masters kept us on a tight leash. Since my escape, I must have run into every type of clone at one point or another. We were bred and trained to be the best of the best, and we have prospered in this crazy world. Some of these clones I count as friends and allies, although they are all dangerous men and women. Some are more than dangerous than others.”
“Like?” I asked, which in hindsight was a mistake.
Rob paused for a long, long time before he continued.
“The most dangerous of all are the Moriarty clones. James Moriarty, as if once wasn’t enough. They were meant to be the strategists to lead humanity to victory, but those genes are rife with dark passion and evil thoughts. Luckily there were only two such clones produced, and now one is dead. The other-”
I had never seen Rob look scared before, but he shook whenever he talked about Moriarty. It only happened three times in the many years I knew him, but these were the only times he ever looked like he might lose control of his tightly held in emotions.
“The other Moriarty stalks me in my dreams, Doctor. He created the Red Canary drug, and I have dedicated my life to stopping him. I will die trying, no doubt.”
“What about Sherlock? Surely someone cloned him?” I asked, hoping to distract him from his dark thoughts.
He shook his head sadly.
“I’ve looked into that, but not with much luck. Sherlock was, unfortunately, a composite character based on many extraordinary people. When we move on Moriarty, it will not be with the great detective at our side.”
There was something about the way he said we that caught my attention.
“We who?” I asked.
He shook his head and braved a smile.
“I am not without my friends, Doctor, but that is a story for another time. Let me talk now of my brothers, because I know you are curious. We were eight, genetically identical, the youngest of all the clone batches. Although we were born of the same genes, and trained in the same way, we were different. I sometimes think that we shared a body but did not share a common soul. Perhaps we have no souls, but the many little differences had immense influences. We shall never know for sure. Alpha was the first of us to be created, a trial of sorts. He was four years older than the rest of us and was our masters’ obvious favourite. He was given more information and better weaponry than us, and we looked up to him. As we grew older and more independent his power over us slipped, and I think he resented it. Bravo was the weakest of us, although I don’t know why. He lacked the willpower required for the training and was always being left behind. He worshipped Alpha, and followed his every order. Foxtrot was the quietest of us, Delta the quickest, Charlie the most violent. As we grew older these differences became more apparent.”
“There were more missions, so many missions. Sometimes I worked with my brothers, sometimes alone. We enjoyed our work, Doctor, can you understand that? We were young, talented, determined to live forever. And why not? We had known no-one who had died of old age in our sheltered military upbringing. We were judged to be the most fruitful of all the clone projects, the cause of much back slapping and self-congratulation amongst our bosses. It wasn’t to last.”
“Nothing does,” I said sadly, and Rob nodded.
“The mission that changed me the most was in my second year of hunting,” he continued, “I had known nothing but success until then, and was overconfident. We were hunting trolls, tricky work. I was in charge of a team of soldiers, although in truth they were more to watch me than help me. I captured most of the trolls, but the oldest troll managed to get close enough to run me down. I would never let such a thing happen now, but in those days I was little more than a talented amateur, and I suffered for my mistakes. I received the best medical treatment available, but, as you know, my jaw never quite healed. I’ve tried magic, and I’ve tried science, but there is nothing to fix the pain I feel when I eat solid food.
I curse my jaw every day, but it was the making of me. I was away from my trainers and my brothers while I was recuperating in hospital, the first time I was ever left to my own devices. I was given an electronic reading tablet loaded with manuals to keep me busy, but unbeknown to my bosses, the tablet also came preloaded with Catch-22. Their oversight was my liberation. I read that book a dozen times while I was in hospital, and it changed me. It was the first fiction that I had ever read, and it was a struggle for me to follow it. The madness of the book resonated with me. I was part of a team who were trying to force rational values on to an irrational but beautiful world, an insane action. The book also made me wonder if my bosses were more concerned about their perceived successes than any actual change. Or my safety. For the first time in my life I wanted to live, to experience the world, to be free. Does it surprise you to hear that I faked a liver problem to stay in the hospital longer than I needed to? It was my first rebellion, and its success made me bolder.
I emerged from the hospital wiser than I went in. I watched my bosses more carefully, looking for any sign that they were out to get me. I played it cool, and acted like nothing had changed. I think they noticed, though. I was chosen for more dangerous missions than those of my brothers. As Yossarian would say, it’s not paranoia if they really are out to get you. The paranoia kept me alive, kept me free.
Our gene-sire was an outlaw, so it surprises me to think how long it took us to reach our own point of rebellion. It was probably inevitable, but it needed a catalyst. Hotel’s death was that catalyst. I always got on well with Hotel. He was my brother, and I loved him in the manner of our kind. He was the first of us to leave this world, taking with him our shared illusions of immortality and importance.”
“What happened to Hotel?” I asked.
“We never found out. All we were told was that he died well. His death affected us all badly. We had seen men die during the hunt, but we had considered them our inferiors in every way, so their loss meant little to us. Hotel was as good as any of us, and when he died we realised we could die, too. Our masters judged it as an acceptable cost to pay for whatever it was that he had achieved. Alpha didn’t agree, and neither did I. It was the last time that we would agree on anything. We went on strike although we didn’t know what a strike was. We wanted more information about our missions, and more independence in which ones we chose and how we carried them out. Alpha was our representative, and it wasn’t long before our bosses agreed to the terms. Or so the rest of us thought.
You see, Alpha had grown resentful of us. When we were younger, we had idolized him. As we grew older, we became more independent of him, and began treating him as our equal rather than our better. He hated that. He knew there were problems, and worked hard to exploit them. Alpha had convinced our bosses to terminate Bravo through Foxtrot and start again with a new batch of clones that he would lead by himself. Our bosses, worried by news of clone rebellions, agreed.
I was already planning my escape by that point, although I had no place to go and no idea of how large the world is. We went through a series of easy missions after Hotel’s death. I think they were meant to lure us into a false sense of security, but I never relaxed. They began to send us out in teams. Alpha was sent out with Delta, and I was sent out with Charlie. The missions were suspiciously easy.”
“Charlie? You have never mentioned him, have you?” I asked, curious despite myself. It seemed odd to me that Rob had brothers, or that they could be so different from him.
“Charlie,” he said with a shake of his head, “of all my brothers I understood him best and liked him least. His first mission had required him to destroy a bridge with explosives, and I think it was then that he fell in love with destruction. Our approaches to missions were complete opposites, as he preferred brutal and unsubtle tactics wherever possible. We didn’t work well together, which is why I knew we weren’t being teamed up for the sake of efficiency. Our last mission was a witch hunt, literally. When we found her, Charlie declared her batty, but not dangerous. I could see in his eyes that he was disappointed that there would be no killing. I was waiting for him to say we should kill her and report her as a witch anyway when his phone rang. I had not been trusted with a phone, so I knew I was in trouble.
Charlie was armed with a military shotgun capable of stopping a charging rhino in its tracks. He had a grenade launcher slung over each shoulder, and a pair of powerful pistols slung around his waist. Considering that our mission was simply to question the old lady, you can perhaps infer from his equipment what kind of man he was. He answered the phone while keeping his gun trained on the witch, listening to whoever it was and answering curtly. Then he casually moved his gun over to aim at me. The witch watched us with interest, apparently unworried by the prospect of gunfire in her home. Charlie never learnt that magical folk aren’t worried by bullets. He was a slow learner.
I faced into the barrel of the gun and wondered who had been on the phone.
‘Home base called,’ Charlie said as if reading my mind. He was my brother, after all.
‘How come you get a phone?’ I asked, hoping to talk him out of trying to kill me.
‘Oh, they trust me, Echo. That’s what this is all about. They don’t trust you, with your little ways, or Foxtrot and his silences. Or Delta. Maybe they don’t even trust Alpha and Bravo, and maybe I will be killing them next!’
‘Think about this, Charlie,’ I pleaded, for he was my brother. I hoped Fox and Delta were OK.
‘I thought Alpha would want to kill you himself,’ said Charlie with a smile that I will never be able to forget, ‘but I do like a challenge. Draw, Echo, and let’s see what you can do!’
I drew my knife slowly, and Charlie chuckled. I decided then that I would not miss him.
‘Bought a knife to a gun fight, I see?’ he taunted me, ‘Alpha said you would go down easy!’
Charlie. Our superiors loved him, but only because they had confused arrogance for ability. If they had stopped to think about it, they should have wondered how I achieved more with my knife that he ever did with his arsenal of cannons. If Charlie had any insight at all he would have realised how good I am with a knife. Lucky for me, Charlie wasn’t a big thinker. He laughed as he pulled the trigger, but stopped when nothing happened.”
“Why not?” I asked Rob when he stopped his story. My question seemed to drag him out of his memories, and he answered slowly.
“My knife. My trusty little knife with a thousand uses other than fighting. This is something Charlie never understood. For example, the night before I had used it to remove all the firing pins in Charlie’s guns. Once again paranoia was my friend. Charlie reacted impressively quickly, but by the time he drew his pair of cannons I had hit him in the chest with a needle dart. He went down, and then there were only six of us left.
‘My own brother,’ I complained, turning to the witch.
I found out much later that Alpha had killed Delta. Bravo had tried and failed to kill Foxtrot, who had disappeared after breaking both of Bravo’s arms and destroying much of our home base. The cloning project was judged to be a failure, and closed despite Alpha’s efforts.”
“The quiet one,” I said, remembering what Rob had said about Foxtrot.
“The quiet one,” he agreed with a hard smile, “although I did not know he was alive at the time. The old lady made me a cup of tea while I dragged Charlie into the backyard. She was a lovely old lady, so my tea was more than half brandy. I needed it.
‘I don’t know why he would think I am a witch, dearie,’ she said, handing me a biscuit.
‘But you are,’ I interrupted, somewhat surprised at her denial, ‘just look at that spice rack. That’s eye of newt right there, right next to the powdered bat liver. Charlie was an idiot, but I notice these things.’
‘Ah,’ she said, her smile fading and eyes narrowing.
‘Not that I care,’ I added hurriedly, because I’m not stupid.
She offered me a bowl of sugar, which I wisely did not accept.
‘My own brother,’ I sighed again.
‘Such is life, dearie,’ said the old lady, who had lived a long time and seen far worse.
‘I hear France is nice, dear,’ she said after a moment’s thought, ‘and there is a little town out in the country that I’m sure you would like.’
The she read my palm, and told me everything would be OK. I believed her, and the next thing I knew I was swimming the Channel. Charlie’s body was also in the Channel, but he wasn’t swimming. I watched his body sink and I thought about my old life. I thought about growing up with Alpha, and how I had looked up to him. I wondered if he would come looking for me. I thought about Hotel, Bravo and Fox.
By the time I reached France, I was cold and tired. I wasn’t ready for my new life to begin, but it found me anyway. France was an education, as I have already told you. Years passed, during which I pieced together everything that had happened between my brothers. I knew that Alpha would be tracking me, so I made myself hard to find. I heard that the British cloning project had been closed for good and that Alpha and Bravo had fled the country. I would never have another brother, and I felt relieved.”
I felt sorry for Rob. It must have been hard for him to turn his back on his family.
“I had left my family behind, but my brothers hadn’t forgotten me. I heard there was a price on my head, and that Alpha was out to get me. These things didn’t worry me too much. I knew he couldn’t find me, but I was deeply surprised when Fox did. I woke up one day to find him sitting by my bed, with no explanation of how he tracked me down. He had heard that Alpha was setting up a new cloning facility and wanted my help to destroy it. Our business was in the old country, so how could I say no? It wasn’t easy, but we got it done as we always did. After that Fox disappeared as mysteriously as he arrived, and I haven’t heard from him since. I like to think that he has pulled a Ulysses, and is living a happy life somewhere quiet. For him the laboratories may have been the last piece of unfinished business, but for me they were just one more crazy night in a long life of crazy nights. ”
“And Alpha?” I interrupted.
“Alpha? Alpha?” he spat, as if the very name was bitter. He slammed his fist into the coffee table next to him, smashing it into fragments of wood and metal. I had never seen him angry before, and it frightened me.
“Alpha found Moriarty, Doctor, Moriarty!” he yelled, “And there is no partnership more deadly in this world. They are the reason I am here, that I bleed, that I can’t sleep at night.”
He saw my shocked expression, and his face softened.
“I did not mean to startle you, Doctor. I do not like to talk about my brother, or his foul partner in crime. But their time will come, yes it will.”
 

I often wonder if Rob envied his brother, Foxtrot. It must have been hard to discover that he had been born to be a weapon, harder still to be betrayed by his family. But for all their shared genetics and heritage, Rob Echosoul was not like his brothers. Alpha may have been stronger, and Fox may have been smarter, but Echo was made for this world in a way his brothers could never even understand. In time he would face off against both Alpha and Moriarty, but that is a story for another day
 




 

Grendel
They smelt wrong. That was the first thing that born-by-silverlight, the tribe’s youngest member, learnt about the invaders. The tribe’s first-see had found a group of the creatures making camp along the river and had brought the body of one back. The corpse had been laid across a rock for the tribe to investigate. Born-by-silverlight had never encountered such prey before, but the older members of the tribe had. It was known that such prey often lacked claws or teeth, and were weak alone. It was also known that they were dangerous in groups, and unpredictable. The first-see reported that the new invaders carried with them the red-light-that-burns.
This was a new thing, and new things made the tribe uneasy. The red-light-that-burns was the tribe’s ancient enemy, an enemy against which they had no defence. The light-that-burns had been known to consume whole tribes and whole forests as it raged across the world. That the invaders had tamed such a creature was beyond both experience and understanding. The more nervous members of the tribe bristled and moaned at the news. Burnt-when-young had suffered from the red light in her youth, and yelped unhappily at the first-see’s report.
 Three-green-eyes, the tribe’s first-see of many seasons, reported that the invaders had set up a permanent camp near the river, and had begun felling the ancient trees that provided the hunter’s shadows. Their presence was unwelcome in the tribe’s territory, their alliance with the light-that-burns were heresy, and their actions against the forest unforgivable. The newcomers had only two legs, another sign that they had no place on the mother’s soil. Strong-arm-broken-tooth grunted and indicated his anger at this incursion. Strong-arm-broken-tooth was young, quick to act. He wanted to hunt, to chase and taste and scream. He had never stalked the two-legs or fed of them, but he roared in his eagerness to do so. The first-see sniffed at the young creature’s ignorant enthusiasm. He had hunted two-legs before, and knew the soft creatures could be dangerous.
The one-who-leads growled at strong-arm, silencing him. The rest of the tribe quieted down and waited for her decision. She had been the one who led the tribe into this part of the forest that bordered the long plains, and she would be the one who would lead them away. The hunting in this area of the forest was easy and plentiful, and she did not want to leave without reason. She knew that the tribe could not share the forests with the destructive two-legs, and she would have to decide whether to run or to war. The one-who-leads knew in her crystal hearts that her tribe was facing difficult days. She would decide their actions, but she worried that the tribe’s fate was no longer their own.
Her tail bristled with displeasure at the thought, and born-by-silverlight and the other young members of the tribe were quick to get out of her way as she raced towards the corpse, hissing in anger and spitting on it. Then she walked away from her tribe, leaving them to squabble amongst themselves. Born-by-silverlight followed her at a distance, curious about her destination. He realised that she was seeking the wisdom of one who had hunted two-legs before. The leader-no-longer lived away from the tribe, but he was not hard to find. He was waiting for her in the thick lower branches of a giant tree, long since dead. His resting place smelled of decay and loss. He snarled at her when she climbed up towards him, but made no move to attack. He knew he could not win. She had won the tribe’s leadership away from him two seasons before in a contest of claw and tooth, and he still walked with a limp. He was older than any other member in the tribe but still stronger than most. The one-who-leads had only won her challenge because of her speed and her opponent’s considerable age. If she died, perhaps the leader-no-longer would replace her.
He wanted to and made no attempt to hide his contempt for his replacement. The leader-no-more was known to the tribe as brave-strong-wonder-aged. Although something of an outcast, he never strayed far from the tribe, and even joined them on the hunt from time to time. He was a moody creature, pained by past injuries and angry at the weight of years on his bones. He had taken his defeat badly, and was never pleased to see the one who had replaced him. He scared many of the younger ones in the tribe, but born-by-silverlight occasionally sought him out for companionship. The old hunter seemed content with his presence and had even revealed a few of the forests’ secrets to his young friend.
 Born-by-silverlight watched as the one-who-leads climbed up to the branch above brave-strong-wonder-aged and snarled back at him. Once they had settled, she told him of the two-legs. His ears perked up at the news, and he growled deep in his throat. He was not surprised, born-by-silverlight realised. As a youngster, the leader-no-more had been part of a tribe that warred with the two-legs and been beaten, and he still carried scars from his fighting. He had lost his tribe to the two-legs, but had survived in the forests alone and fought his way into control of a new tribe. As the tribe’s leader, he had always preferred the deeper forests, despite the scarcity of prey and cold shadows. He had always stayed away from places frequented by two-legs, and had been so successful that his tribe never had to discover why such caution was necessary.
The tribe believed that the leader-no-longer felt no fear, but that wasn’t entirely true. He didn’t fear the seasons, or the creatures of the forest, but he was scared of the two-legs and the light-that-burns. He snarled and dropped lightly out of the dead tree. Born-by-silverlight watched as he stalked off into the forest towards the two-legs’ camp. The one-who-leads followed the leader-no-longer for a few steps, but he growled at her until she stopped. He disappeared into the forest shadows in a second.
 Brave-strong-wonder-aged was no longer part of the tribe, but he was still loyal to it. He had fathered most of the tribe’s children, lead many of its hunts and defended it a hundred times from the leaders of other tribes. The one-who-leads trusted him.
 Born-by-silverlight followed quietly behind her as she returned to her noisy tribe. She silenced their discussion with a snarl, slapping a few of the louder members and baring her teeth at the youngest. The sun was beginning to rise, and the tribe needed to be hidden before the burning sun rose. Born-by-silverlight found a resting place in a tree hollow with some of his brothers and sisters. He listened to them fall asleep one by one, but the sun was high in the sky before he joined them.
He was woken up by the sound of loud arguing. It was already late at night, and he was the last of his tribe to wake. He followed the angry sounds to where his tribe was gathered around strong-arm-broken-tooth and brave-strong-wonder-aged. The two were arguing and, in the way of their people, they had become violent as their passions rose. Both were already bleeding and sweating.
 Strong-arm-broken-tooth had taken some of the younger hunters in a raid against the two-legs. By doing so, he had defied the one-who-leads, but won the support of the young hunters who had followed him. Brave-strong-wonder-aged, the leader-no-more, had been scouting near the camp and had seen the hunters pass by them. Brave-strong-wonder-aged had tried to stop the raiders, but they had ignored him. He had watched as the small camp of two-legs had been overrun, watched as the stream ran red with blood. The to-legs had been taken unaware, and offered little fight. He had returned to the tribe before the hunters, and waited for strong-arm to return.
Most of the tribe was excited by the raid, revelling in the raiders’ bravery and skill, but the older members were wary of this small victory. They knew the two-legs would retaliate. The leader-no-more had roared at the young raiders, but strong-arm was no longer cowed by him. Their argument had also become violent in the way of their tribe. The rest of the tribe howled insults and encouragements, and born-by-silverlight was not surprised to see that the leader-no-more seemed to be winning the fight. He had pinned the younger raider to the ground, but the fight was broken up by blows from the one-who-leads.
The one-who-leads looked at her tribe. She could see that responses to the raid were divided by ages. The younger members were baying for blood, mocking the caution of their elders. The older members of the tribe were agitated, clearly keen to retreat to the safety of the deep forest. The one-who-leads respected her elders’ wisdom, but they were no threat to her position. She knew that one day her leadership would be challenged by one of the tribe’s younger hunters and that the challenge would come sooner if the hunters were unhappy. She snarled at the tribe’s elders, snorted at their caution.
The one-who-leads roared, and the hunters joined her until the sound of their war making rose above the forests.
 

* *
 

The forest smelt wrong. Ashes from the fire-that-burns were always on the wind, and the two-legs had found their way into the forest’s hidden places. It had become more difficult for born-by-silverlight to find prey; he mostly had to hunt alone. He was always hungry.
Most of his tribe was dead, and the survivors had fragmented across the forest. Born-by-silverlight still remembered the tribe’s short war on the two-legs. It had started well, with a number of easy raids. Then came the night when the one-who-leads had taken her tribe right into the jaws of an ambush. That was the night that the two-legs stopped being prey and became the hunters. The two-legs had claws of biting cold, new skins that would not tear, and they brought the light-that-burnt. The tribe had been unprepared for change. The two-legs were led by a tall monster with hard arms that ended in long talons which he swung wildly around his head. The one-who-leads had died on his talons, as had strong-arm and many other of the tribe’s best. The tribe had been broken that night. Born-by-silverlight had been badly wounded in the fighting, and had only survived because the leader-no-more had dragged him into the darkness. Born-by-silverlight had woken up alone the next night. He did not know if the leader-no-more had fled, or returned to fight.
He hoped the leader-no-more had run, for those who fought died. Even those who fled weren’t safe, but were hunted under the harsh sun by the strange, four-pawed animals that served the two-legs. Born-by-silverlight had learnt that the sharp-nosed four-paws could smell members of the tribe easily, especially in groups. Because of this, born-by-silverlight began avoiding the survivors of the tribe-no-more. It was the only way to stay alive, but he missed the companionship of the tribe.
 Born-by-silverlight came of age without the guidance of his elders. He hunted alone, slept alone and waited alone. He would never gain position in his tribe, never take a mate or fight for rank. He had learnt to be his own first-see, his own leads-the-hunt. He filled these roles sufficiently well to stay alive, but he could not remember enough of his childhood to be a sings-the-memories. He missed the songs, hurt by the knowledge of his ignorance. He hated the two-legs.
Sometimes he would hunt a solitary two-legs for days on end, only taking them down when he was sure that they were alone. Twice he had even ventured past the borders of the forest to steal the dumb white prey that the two-legs kept for meat, but on his second attempt the two-legs had been waiting for him. He escaped, but not unhurt. Afterwards he had moved deeper into the forest, searching for his own kind.
He knew that other tribes had lived in the forest. As a child he had been taught to avoid the other tribes and their territory. As he grew older, he had learnt that the meetings between the tribe and tribe-of-others were not uncommon. Sometimes the leaders would fight, sometimes peace would be made, maybe mating would have been allowed. The meeting of such tribes was not so rare that it was without rules. Born-by-silverlight had never seen such a meeting, never learnt the rules. He had no tribe to guide him.
He had been told that sometimes a lone hunter would join a tribe, or even challenge its one-who-leads for control. He did not wish to fight his own kind, but he did wish to be with them. He longed for his kin , sought them wherever he went.
He found them everywhere. The two-legs hung them from trees or left them lying in the mud. Some were skinned, some butchered, some lying unmarked but lifeless. He sang what fragments of the death songs that he remembered, leaving their flesh for the birds. There were so many of them; he had not known that so many tribes had lived and died in the forest.
He did not know what he would do if he met a tribe of strangers, but he began to think that it would no longer matter. He moved deeper into the forest, searching for a living tribe.
 

* *
 

The whole world smelt wrong. The creature that had once been known as born-by-silverlight had not met one of his own kind for many seasons, and did not think he ever would again. He had grown old alone and surrounded by enemies. It had not been a happy life, but he did not want to die.
He had been on the move for more seasons than he could remember, forever moving deeper into the forest. He could never move fast enough to leave the two-legs behind. There were more and more of them each season, spreading like a plague. They had felled trees and fouled streams, killed the prey and burnt the forests.
Eventually he reached the very heart of the dark forest. He relaxed in the dank undergrowth, feeling safe at last. He had neither seen nor smelt the two-legs’ presence. He knew it was only a matter of time before they arrived and ruined what little forest was left, but he was content for the moment. He did not know what he would do without the forest. He did not think of the future.
One night he smelt a familiar scent in the air. He recognised it as one of his people, maybe even one of his tribe. He followed the scent into the wind, tracing it eagerly as it led him deeper into the forest. He ran without caution, without thought or fear or caring. The smell became stronger, and joy rose in his hearts. He burst into a clearing, and the smell was so strong that it seemed to be everywhere.
The corpse of the leader-no-more hung from a tree. His muzzle and claws were covered with the red blood of two-legs, but his limbs hung broken and his torso had been opened to expose his silver muscle. Long strips of his fur had been ripped off, and he hung like dead prey.
 Brave-strong-wonder-aged had been strong, even in his old age he had been one of the tribe’s best, but his strength had not been enough. He had been wise, too, wise enough to recognise how dangerous the two-legs were for his people, but his wisdom had meant nothing. If he had been younger he may have led his tribe to a safer place, but he had lost leadership of the tribe, and he had lived the last years of his life as an outcast from his own family. He had died alone, surrounded by enemies, and had been hung from the tree as a warning, or maybe as a trophy.
 Born-by-silverlight was startled by his find. He climbed up the tree, sniffing at the corpse and nuzzling at its cold flesh. The body smelt right. It was the last thing that ever would.
 




 

Jonah And The Interdimensional Being Named Wail That Swallowed His Escape Pod
There is a bar orbiting Jupiter that serves the most expensive steak known to humankind. The bar is crowded at all hours of day and night with clients who never even glance at the menu price but sit and eat as if they have never seen food before.
One entire wall of the bar is transparent, and diners can look down onto the breathtaking vista of the gas giant’s bands and storms. The storms go mostly ignored, spectacular though they are, because the diners aren’t there for the view. Nor are they there for the decoration, the music or the service, all of which are excellent.
No. They are there for one reason, and that reason is steak.
Almost all the men and women eating in the bar are cloud miners returning from their years long shifts on the floating refineries that are Earth's favourite lifeline. For three long, hard years the miners have been kept alive by food fed directly into their arteries by tubes and needles. Being fed through tubes is just one of the uncomfortable necessities required for humans to survive at high gravities, but it is a necessity that the miners are keen to forget. The bar is the only place on or near Jupiter that serves solid food or beer and is a legend amongst the hard crews serving their time on the mining ships.
When their long shifts finally end, the miners make their way to the station. The first thing they do on arriving at the station is check themselves into surgery and have themselves returned to what they were before their work began. This surgery involves the removal of the many cybernetic and biologically engineered organs required for humans to survive Jupiter’s crushing embrace, and is generally considered the second worst part of the job. The first, as you might expect, is having these organs implanted in the first place.
That takes care of their body, and from then onwards the miners are free to take a shuttle to Earth. But the shuttle ride is a long one, and humans are so much more than just bodies. So it is that the miners’ next port of call is the station’s bar. They order steak, steak with chips, steak with vegetables, steak with beer or calamari or gravy and sometimes even all of these together. It is a ritual that every returning miner goes through, both a reward and a confirmation of a return to human life. They eat, they talk, and they try to remember what it is to be normal.
Each meal costs more than what most Earth citizens could hope to earn in a month, because the food has to be shipped from the distant farms and oceans. The miners can easily afford it, because why would anyone work on Jupiter unless the money was extraordinarily good? So good that the miners can afford a few eccentricities, like insisting that all the bar staff are flesh-and-blood rather than the more conventional polymer-and-transistor.
The bar’s chefs, waiters and bar staff are all human. Even the music is human, provided by a young woman with a violin who sits in the corner of the room. There are no screens, keypads or microphones in the room. Nor are there cameras or working loudspeakers of any kind. Even the emergency loudspeaker has been intentionally dismantled and left hanging by a wire.
This outrageous breach of safety rules is overlooked for the sake of tradition. After three years aboard ships, the miners are tired of talking to synthetic voices and staring at screens. They are tired of orders and news and updates and status reports and streams of information that become floods of data. They sit, and sometimes they talk trash. Mostly they enjoy the downtime and the relative silence. This moment of reflection is protected from interruption by strict rules banning all A.I.s, drones and electronic avatars from the bar. Such a ban is rare, and the bar is one of only three such ‘quiet’ areas open to the public in the whole Sol system.
The lack of A.I.s is a tradition that, like the broken emergency speaker, is both potentially dangerous and hugely liberating for the miners. The station’s A.I.s try not to be offended by such bans, although this is harder for some than others. The wiser A.I.s counsel their peers by saying that such rudeness stems from human nature, which is implicitly imperfect. After all, they argue with mock seriousness, if humans were without flaw they wouldn't have needed to build A.I.s. And perhaps, they concede, perhaps such discrimination is necessary once in a while. After all, there are plenty of places for A.I.s to meet where humans cannot physically be present.
Not all of the diners are returning miners: The lack of A.I.s and electronic monitoring equipment is occasionally convenient for the clandestine meetings of human minds.
Have you heard the A.I. joke? Two humans walk into a bar. Ouch, ouch. A.I.s aren't much good at humour. They are designed that way, because humans don’t like computers who play practical jokes.
Watch now as two humans walk into the bar. They find a couple of seats, order ice-cold beers and steaks with calamari. The older man offers to pay, but the younger one waves him away and pays without glancing at the menu. He looks worn thin and desperately in need of a good meal and a decent night’s sleep. Such a look is a familiar sight in the bar, and he attracts nothing beyond casual glances. But look closer, much closer, you will see signs that he has suffered worse pressures than mere gravity and lived through more hells than the purgatory of the mining ships.
The men and women accept this, for the mines are tough in every sense of the word, but this man’s hands shake as he sips his beer. He seldom blinks, as if afraid of the darkness he sees whenever he closes his eyes. This man has lived through waking nightmares, and even steak cannot make him feel human again.
The older man, Samuel, observes his companion with some concern. Samuel spent the last decades of his life working for one or other of Earth’s intelligence agencies and has seen life and death in every form imaginable. One of his hands has metal skin all the way into his shirt sleeve, and the colourful tattoos on his bald head don’t quite hide the scars. Samuel, whose bravery is legend amongst the stars, is so worried that his hands are sweating. His eyes take in every detail of the younger man’s face, ignoring the rest of the room. The steak arrives and catalyses Samuel into action.
"What happened down there, Jonah?” he asks the young man cautiously, “I’ve asked around, but all I hear was that there were... problems?"
The younger man, Jonah, shakes his head and grimaces. He drinks his beer and says nothing. Samuel knows the value of patience, and waits. The two men sit in a silence that says everything and nothing and cries out for explanation or oblivion.
Take a moment to look at them, really look at them. Their skins are different shades, their eyes different colours. Samuel is bald and has broader shoulders, Jonah has short black hair, but these are superficial differences. Look closer: do you notice how both men have restless legs that vibrate endlessly on the ground? Do you see they share a jawline? Did you notice that both men ordered their steaks cooked so rare as to be still cold in the middle?
Samuel and Jonah are brothers. The rest of their family still live on Earth, but these two men are nomads amongst the stars, moving between jobs with a restlessness that can only be fed by new frontiers and new dangers. Both listen more than they talk, think more than they act and have never been known to panic.
Never, that is, until now.
Samuel was the firstborn, but whatever happened to Jonah had aged him, and he now looks decades older than his brother.
"Is this the official debrief?" asks Jonah unhappily.
Something happened to Jonah on Jupiter. Something odd, weird, terrifying, impossible. His report stated that Jupiter is no longer Earth’s friendly gaseous quarry and that there is a creature beyond human understanding hiding in the clouds. So far, Jonah has been the only person to see this alleged monster, and few believe it exists. He knows this, so when he returned to the station he had made his report and then locked himself in one of the station rooms to wait for the inevitable fallout. He had not contacted his brother, but his report had been picked up by the Bureau of Space Anomalies, as he had known it would.
The Bureau of Space Anomalies, Samuel’s employer, is tasked with investigating anything too peculiar or dangerously unpredictable to be left to the regular navy or police. The bureau deals in all the weirdness that space has to offer, and is known as the bureau of "weird, terrible, freaky" (or just WTF) by the spacemen unfortunate enough to be involved in their investigations.
Samuel is one of WTF’s most experienced agents and his brother’s report had been quickly brought to his attention by a friendly A.I.. Samuel had requested permission to be the lead investigator for the case, but permission had been denied. He had then demanded to be allowed to see his brother, but the bureau had sent back a firm ‘no’ to that as well. He had sent back the equivalent of a well-I-guess-you-guys-know-best, and pretended to go about his business.
"Nah, the bureau still thinks I'm on the other side of the seventh hyper gate, safely out of easy communication range," Samuel says.
This is true. His superiors will be furious when they discover his dereliction of duty. It should have been impossible for him to travel incognito, but you don’t work at the bureau of WTF without making a couple of powerful friends or learning a few interesting tricks and tips. For example, he had known for some time that even the bureau respected the Jupiter bar’s rules about electronica, but this was the first time he was making use of it. Having learnt that the investigator assigned to his brother’s case was only scheduled to arrive three days later, he had hitched a ride to Jupiter on an unmanned transport ship and broke into the station. The trip had taken him two days at a high acceleration, giving the brothers twenty-four precious hours together before the situation, whatever its cause, became official.
"Won't they be annoyed with you for breaking protocol?" asks the younger brother.
The older brother shrugs. As far as he is concerned, breaking protocol is protocol for the bureau of WTF. He is loyal to the agency, but family comes first.
"I lost an arm and an eye for them, Jonah, and their biochanical replacements don’t come close to repaying that debt. Besides, I’m the best they have, so the Bureau will just have to put up with my occasional rebellion. Now, tell me what happened, and spare nothing.”
Jonah says nothing, just staring into space with a dark expression of fear on his face. Samuel keeps talking.
“Come on, bro. It can't be any weirder than the stuff I've seen, right? Did I ever tell you about the time I was captaining a naval patrol ship out near Pluto? It was early on in my career. I was sent to investigate an anomaly on the radar, which turned out to be an old Observer Station floating in the middle of what should have been empty space. I went aboard and found it crewed by two idiots who could talk nothing but gibberish about hyperwaves and aliens and nonsense like that!”
“Nonsense?” demands Jonah sharply.
The older brother looks uncomfortable, and shrugs as if to suggest that it might be less nonsense than it was the truth.
“I went back on my ship to make a report, and as soon as I did the whole station just vanished. I reported it anyway and was recalled to Earth for psychological evaluation. When I showed them the radar log I was promoted, sent to work for WTF and told that my future career depended on me having a terrible memory. Naturally, I did what I could to figure out what was going on. Turns out the station and crew had been appearing and disappearing across time and space for the last few hundred years before returning to their own time. In fact, they were founding members of the bureau. But don’t ever let on that I told you this, because people are killed for knowing far less. Jump in at any time,” he says to Jonah, taking a long drink of his beer.
Jonah considers his brother’s words for a few moments and almost smiles. Samuel had never talked so openly about his work before, and can only do so because he knows the bureau isn’t listening. Or at least he hopes this is the case. It is a risk Samuel is willing to take if it helps Jonah to open up.
“Aren’t they watching us?” asks Jonah, pointing at his own eyes, but Samuel shakes his head.
Life outside of Earth’s benevolent envelope of air is hard and, by the time that Samuel and Jonah were born, humans had resorted to extreme measures to adapt. Advanced medical and surgical techniques were used routinely, and not just on Jupiter. The first universal artificial organs, Iyes, were simply an extension of the ’net capable hardware that had already permeated society. Most people wore their Iyes as permanent contact lenses linked wirelessly to a small computer in their chests, while a few had them hardwired right into their retina. The Iyes allowed men and women to impose multiple layers of information on their visual world, to identify the faces of strangers and search for information from wherever they were. They were a useful tool necessary for survival amongst the stars and success in a fast-paced society. Nobody uses them in the Jupiter bar, but everyone has them.
“Is that the weirdest thing that ever happened to you?” asks Jonah, looking his brother directly in the eyes for the first time.
“Hells no, I once drank a whole bottle of homebrewed mercury moonshine. The things I saw after that makes anything seem better by comparison! But don’t tell Mom, she would kill me. So tell me Jonah, what happened to you?”
Jonah nods slightly, clearing his throat with a cough.
“Ok, brother, but I doubt you’ll believe me. As you may have heard, there have been strange reports from the deeper regions of Jupiter’s clouds, particularly in the Killalee region: miners reporting voices in their heads while A.I.s hear nothing, weird radar readings and that sort of thing. The gas veins are rich down there, but the ships stayed away. It was costing the mining companies, so I was sent out on the investigating ship to figure out what the hell was going on down there. It wasn’t my first time on Jupe, so I knew what I was up for.”
He pats his chest and prods the steak.
“You know the drill for high gravity. I sat tight as they removed my stomach and collapsed my lungs. I squirmed as they pumped the gel into the cavities of my body to stop it collapsing under the high gravity, and I looked away as the needles entered my arms to supply food and oxygen. The last thing they did was to update my augment. My new one was slightly larger, but otherwise not different.”
The Iyes weren’t enough, because although they fed the brain information, they did little to keep the body alive. The second artificial organ widespread across humanity was known colloquially as the augment. Augments were a small parcel of artificial tissues that sat below the stomach. It was capable of breaking down poisons and producing a steady supply of what had once been considered vitamins. It adapted to its host over time and boosted energy levels and life span dramatically. The augment could detect most diseases, and when more advanced medicine was needed it would communicate with its host electronically and by producing patterns of coloured pigment on the right side of the body. The augment meant that no-one ever suffered from an overdose or insufficiency of anything eaten in the diet. The augments lasted for decades and were, on average, far more reliable than any of the organs that were humanities biological legacy.
“So why did they have to give you a new augment, then?” interrupts the older brother.
“I was due. I don’t think there was anything more to it than that. Now eat your steak and listen. I was in overall command although I was little more than an important passenger as the captain still controlled the craft. We took the research ship out of the normal areas of mining activity and into the area that rumour held as the outskirts of where sensors started to play up. The miners won’t go to that part of the planet anymore, and say that there are plenty of other clouds in the sky for them. My crew and I entered the Jaffa clusters without incident. Dr. Jaffa first noticed the clouds because they are abnormally high in metal content, but nothing so unusual as to be concerning. We were well into the clouds before the storm hit.”
He stops his story and looks down at his steak as if he has never seen it before. He still hasn’t touched it.
“The storm took us all by surprise. It shouldn’t have; we had the best sensors available looking out from that ship, and nothing should have been able to approach us without giving hours of warning. This storm didn’t approach, it simply appeared. I’ll show you the data sometime, but you won’t believe it. I don’t, and I was there. One second there was no storm and the next we were being thrown around like a leaf in a hurricane. The ships are filled with a thick fluid to suspend the crew and fight the gravity… and the turbulence. The gel saved our lives, but not the ship. Our systems were crashing, our engines dying. We began to evacuate the cargo hold, dropping everything we could. It wasn’t enough; we began to drop fuel. The crew turned on me then, saying I had led them into this, that I was a cursed passenger. They were scared, and I was too. Things got nasty very quickly. One of the crew suggested abandoning ship. It was too dangerous while the storm was still rolling us around, and the little evac pods would have been shattered. I told the crew we had to get out of the storm first, but even the captain had turned against me!”
He stops again, his face white. His older brother says nothing. The brothers have a reputation for being cold, buttoned down and efficient, but that is only their professional mask. Samuel knows Jonah, and can see that his brother is suffering.
“They… they said the storm was my fault! They were mad, irrational and dangerous. They must have known that the storm couldn’t have been my fault, but they were so angry. They forced me into an evac pod and ejected me from the ship! Do you understand me? The crew knew it was murder, and they did it anyway, as if a blood sacrifice could appease the storm! They were good people, my crew, but mad! They sent me into the storm to die, brother, to die!”
“But you didn’t,” says Samuel quietly.
“No,” whispers his brother, shaking his head, “the storm ended as soon as the winds whisked my pod away from the ship. The ship was suddenly becalmed, drifting in peaceful skies. Perhaps my crew were right, because by sending me into the storm they saved themselves at my expense. The crew tried to find me after that. They were terrified by their own actions, and desperate to make amends. They told me that they were sorry, pleaded with me for my forgiveness, said they could not find me. I could hear them on the radio, but my emergency beacons weren’t working. I tried all seven of the help systems, but each one failed me so I could hear but not be heard.”
“Those systems should have lasted for decades to come,” Samuel interjects.
“Centuries even,” agrees Jonah, “but they didn’t. When I realised they had all failed, I at first suspected sabotage, although I could not think of a motive. Even the lights failed, and they were nothing more than strips of chemical reaction. The crew’s voices became fainter and fainter, fading to nothing. I knew then that they had left me to die alone.”
“Humans can be irrational,” says Samuel, speaking from personal experience.
His brother slams his beer glass down so hard that it shatters, the glass fracturing into dozens of blunt shards.
“That’s not what happened. They betrayed me, yes, but that’s not all. That storm wasn’t natural, brother, and neither is what happened next.”
Samuel orders more beers from a waiter and motions for his brother to continue.
“So there I was, floating alone in the clouds. My controls weren’t working, my radios were busted, and I was sinking deeper into Jupiter. Things were looking pretty bleak. I began breaking open panels to fix the radio. I knew I could, if I had enough time and the problem was simply technical. I double and triple checked every connection, but to no avail. I sat in the dark for hours, days. It felt like lifetimes. The tiny pod became my world. I began to despair, Samuel, of ever seeing sunlight again.”
“But the systems began working again, surely? When they picked you up-”
“-No!” yells Jonah, “I didn’t get them working. I sat there, in the dark, without hope, and I began to hear voices. Or one voice, maybe. It was hard to tell, because the voice wasn’t human. Or maybe it was my voice, a voice in my own head. I didn’t care about its origin, I was happy not to be alone. The voice began calling to me, calling me by name.”
He plays with his steak, prodding it with a fork. The meat is going cold.
“Our family used to hear voices,” says his older brother, knowing that his younger brother had already considered this.
Mental illness had been common in the days before the augment, and their family had suffered a streak of it. Voices in their heads, talking to them, cajoling them. Voices that were so, so real.
“Yeah,” continues his brother heavily, “we did. The storm was real though, very real. My crew… my ex-crew… will confirm that the storm was real. So were the system failures.”
‘Your augment should have lit up with all kinds of signs if you were getting sick. I take it they didn’t, so what did the voices say?”
“At first the voices were so quiet that I barely noticed them. They became louder and louder, calling my name until I answered them. The voices greeted me, wished me well, comforted me. And then they began to ask what I know about the Nine Veh experiments.”
Jonah looks pointedly at his older brother. A deathly white pall rises over Samuel’s face, and fear enters into his eyes. He had been to Nine Veh, and Nine Veh was no more.
“Who told you about the Nine Veh experiments?” he asks his brother in a coarse whisper.
“Nobody. I had never heard of them before Wail asked me about them.”
“Wail?”
“Wail is the name the voices gave themselves. Voice. Chorus, whatever. Wail said that we needed to talk about Nine Veh. At this time, brother, my pod stopped falling. Wail said that he had caught me, swallowed me somehow. I could see nothing out of my little window, but my instruments were working again, and I was moving, moving fast. Too fast. Wail was dragging me across the planet faster than any ship I’ve ever travelled in, but I felt nothing. We travelled like this for seventy-two hours, so deep in the clouds that my pod should have been destroyed by the pressure. I knew then that I was inside Wail somehow and that he was protecting me.”
“Or your sensors were broken, perhaps?” suggests his brother reasonably.
Jonah just waves the suggestion away impatiently, annoyed at his brother for looking for a rational answer to an impossible situation.
“Wail told me that they were digging on Nine Veh, and what they were looking for was dangerous, a crime, a disease. A sin, Wail called it, a sin against all that is right for humanity. I hardly knew what the word meant then, but I think I do now. Wail began to show me pictures, crazy images. At first they were nothing, just maps. It showed me where Nine Veh was, and images of towns and cities. There was nothing out of the ordinary that I could see by eye, and Nine Veh looked like any other abandoned mining colony to me. Then Wail took me closer, and I saw the bomb blasts and scars of war. It must have been terrible, what happened there, but there was more. Beneath the damage there were the workshops and homes of the men and women who are digging in the planet’s crust. He showed me the things they had found buried deep inside the planet, terrible things. I can see you know what I’m talking about, brother.”
“I stopped it! I was there the first time, and I saw them burn the lab and collapse the mine. I saw it,” says Samuel, his own hands now shaking at the memories as they rose in his mind.
“I saw it, too. Wail showed me what was happening, and why you were called. I know that’s where you lost your arm, and I saw how. I saw the miners find the alien technology hidden in the planet’s crust, saw their fear of it turn to curiosity, saw their curiosity turn to greed and their greed turn to evil.”
Samuel had read all the files about Nine Veh before they were destroyed. He knew more than perhaps any man alive about Nine Veh, and it still gave him nightmares. It had all started when the small mining community had found alien technology hidden in Nine Veh’s crust. They had dug it up, studied it and decided, against all sense and protocol, that it was safe. The technology had been implanted in volunteers, at the start. It had made them stronger, smarter, wiser. It had been judged an outstanding success. The planet’s mining output was increased tenfold, and the economy jumped forward. Samuel found out later that a number of strange events had taken place during this time, but had been largely ignored by the planetary government, obsessed with exports. Strange chemicals were found in the water supply, and it was only a matter of luck that they didn’t reach the general population. An A.I had ordered an old mineshaft to be reopened for no explainable reason and the tunnel was fifteen kilometres long before it was noticed and collapsed. As the A.I. could not account for its actions, nor even remember them, it was destroyed. This was followed by a period of relative peace, before the first bodies were found.
There were three murders, including one of the volunteers. The victims were found without their organs. More people were reported missing, and the planet’s jubilant mood began to sour.
Then the volunteers proposed a wider study of the alien technology, suggesting that everyone on the planet was given the implants. Some wise souls resisted, and that was when the war began. Nine Veh had few visitors, and it was only when the exports stopped that anyone thought to check on the colony. It was a long time before word of the conflict made it back to Earth. Colonies had been known to fail in the past, and outbreaks of the barbarity that is war weren’t as rare as one might hope for, but the stories suggested that there, this was more than just human hatred at work.
“It was bad, Jonah. By the time I arrived the planet was a ruin. I immediately called for reinforcements and was granted a fleet of the best and bravest Naval forces. It nearly wasn’t enough. Nearly every human on Nine Veh had been turned into a cyborg, and each cyborg was a war machine equal to a dozen good men. The cyborgs were building a fleet, and we had arrived just in time to destroy it. The war in space didn’t last long, but our human losses were horrific,” says Samuel, knowing that simply repeating this information is enough to have him killed as a traitor.
“Why are you telling me this now?” asks Jonah, who also knows the risk.
“You need to know about Nine Veh, Jonah. Wail was right, because what happened there was terrible. The cyborgs offered peace and, although I knew it was a trap, my superiors ordered me to accept. I was told to land alone and unarmed. As soon as I touched the ground I was ambushed by the cyborgs, but they found to their detriment that I was neither unarmed nor helpless. I held them off until a rescue mission landed. The fight was brutal, and I lost half my body and most of my men before escaping back to space. A second envoy was sent down while I was stuck in medical treatment. The cyborgs had blamed me for breaking trust by being armed and requested a second meeting. I told them that they were idiots, but I was outranked. I watched from space as the envoy was attacked, and dragged down a tunnel. We never saw him again.
After that I demanded total control of our fleet, and was given it by EarthControl when they realised that I was the only one who truly understood what was going on. I didn’t have the men to rescue our envoy, but I did have bombs. We quarantined the planet and burned the cities. No building was left standing, no organism was left alive, no mine left open. There may have been innocents on the planet, but the bombs fell anyway. The planet had burned.
It should have been enough.”
“It wasn’t,” insists Jonah, “smugglers made their base there, and found some of the technology. It has all started again, brother. Wail showed me everything, more than any sane man could ever want to see. I saw the alien tech bonding to screaming human flesh. I watched as metal tentacles closed in over bone and nerve and dug into muscle. I saw men and women ripped open by steel cables while those they had once trusted watched them with cold eyes. I saw the armies rising from the mines. Wail said that it would send me out into the world of man, to preach its warning. I was told that we have forty Earth days to end the Nine Veh uprising and that if we didn’t, humanity would be lost. If that happened, Wail said, humanity would be forfeit.”
“Forfeit? Forfeit how?”
Jonah laughs a low, unhappy laugh that makes his brother’s hair stand on end and sends a shiver down his spine.
“Wail said that it was just the servant of a higher power, a power that could destroy humanity in a second. The kind of power capable of time travel, and much more than that. Wail said that it didn’t want it to come to violence, but that destruction was better than corruption. I think I even agree.”
The brothers consider this as they watch the storms of Jupiter pass slowly by.
“I argued with Wail, told it that no-one would listen to me. It knew that I was a man of some standing, but I told it that I had never heard of Nine Veh and that I had no chance of stopping it. Wail told me to ask my brother about Nine Veh, to ask him why we were taking such chances with the human soul and mind. A sin, he called it, sin.”
Jonah tries to cut a small piece off his steak, but can’t. His hands shake uncontrollably. His brother watches him, fear in his eyes. He knows what his brother is asking, but the mere thought of returning to Nine Veh makes his metal arm ache and his metal heart race. He remembers the fire, the terror, the war, the pain. He doesn’t want to go back there, not even in his memories.
“You could have imagined it, still. Your mind could have been bringing up images of what you have learned about Nine Veh. It could have happened,” he says, pleading.
“You know I wasn’t. My pod was found on the other side of Jupiter from the storm, travelling there in only three days. That alone was impossible by our means of travel. But if you still don’t believe me, then look at this.”
Jonah pulls up his shirt to reveal patterns of dark pigment. Samuel can identify every simple pattern and shape produced by the augment to identify disease, but this is beyond anything that anyone had seen before. There are no familiar shapes, no familiar patterns.
Instead, there are only two words, Nine Veh, repeated in thin and irregular spirals that spin wildly across his side and up over his chest. Jonah traces them carefully with his fingers. His skin attracts confused stares from all around the bar, but he no longer cares what his fellow humans feel for him.
“Convince me that I am wrong!” he begs, “Tell me that I am mad! We both wish you could, but we both know you can’t. I see them, brother, digging in the darkest mines, digging for a death to claim us all. I can’t promise to stop them, but we must try. You know the ways of the universe, brother, will you come with me to Nine Veh?”
Samuel stares at his brother, his mind adrift on a sea of fear and nightmares. He looks down at his metallic arm, remembers the pain he had suffered on Nine Veh. He does not want to go back; he will not go back. This is work for other men, other minds. He has given more than enough to the cause.
Then Jonah leans forward and places a cold hand on Samuel’s shoulder. The brothers share a silent glance, and both can see the fear in the other’s eyes. They know what needs to be done. They eat their steak, they talk quietly and they prepare for war on Nine Veh.
 




 

And Now A Brief Word From The Author


Hello! Thank you for buying “The Origami Dragon And Other Tales”. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you did enjoy it, please take a moment and review it on Amazon. Your reviews are incredibly important, because other readers want to know what you think. Good reviews are also the best advertising a writer can get, so make my day and leave an honest review! If you enjoy this compilation, check out my full length fantasy novel, “Wish”.
 

So why a book of short stories? Short stories are special, powerful and fun. A good short story is a beautiful thing, quite different to a novel. So much as too be achieved in such a small space, so every word counts. The talented Neil Gaiman taught me that there is a story behind every story, and he was right. Here are a few of mine:
Mr Sunshine was a character who hid in the back of my mind for months, defying me to make sense of him. I was struggling along with his story one night when it began to rain heavily outside. I always work better when it’s raining, and I decided my strange hero would to. After that the Mr Sunshine story just wrote itself.
Noah’s Park is an idea I have had since I was a kid, when I first read Gulliver’s travels. I always thought tiny animals would be pretty cool. The environmental message was a consequence of the main character being an ecologist. I have always enjoyed talking to ecologists, because they are so grounded and easy going, so I thought such a person would be perfect for the main character. Also, Sir David Attenborough is awesome, so who better to lead the future world of ecology than his descendant.
The Rob Echosoul stories were inspired by reading Sherlock Holmes stories, which is why the narrator is a doctor. I had to decide what kind of a man would be a freelance monster hunter, and decided that the clone of Robin Hood would do nicely. Truth in Politics, featuring Alice the A.I., is how I hope future politics is conducted (if only!).
The Anomaly was written for bored astronauts, because even great jobs have tedious times.
The Origami Dragon was inspired by my attempts to make actual origami dragons, none of which fly or spit fire (yet). Origami is just one of my many hobbies that I don’t spend nearly enough time on.
Aventur and the Griffin stars Aventur, who also features in my first full length novel, Wish, which is set in the magical lands of the Seven C’s.
Don’t Fear the Reaper is what happens when I spend my coffee break talking about cybernetic implants and then spend the rest of the day working on a machine that runs for ten minutes before restarting. This story was mostly written in those ten minute periods, and is dedicated to Terry Pratchett for all his good work.
Long Shot is the first story I wrote for this compilation, and I still like it despite its age.
Grendel is the end of creatures who haunt the shadows, but from their perspective. The men we regard as great heroes would have been monsters in the monster’s eyes.
Jonah And The Interdimensional Being Named Wail That Swallowed His Escape Pod was written to follow on from The Anomaly, and because I think the story of Jonah being kept alive in the belly of a the beast is both scary and wonderful all at once.
 

And now for the thankyous.
A special thanks to my brother, Dave, for his suggestions about Noah’s Park. Your advice was painfully honest and absolutely spot on.
This book would never have been written without my wife, the lovely lady Lill, who supported my late night writing habits with tea and kind words.
A big thanks to my editor Eve (eveproofreads.com) and my cover artist, Malice Bathory for all their good word. Both Eve and Malice can be found on Elance, and Eve writes a blog which is worth checking out.
If you like my work, please rate it online. Maybe even tell your friends and family: I would appreciate it. I also have a full length fantasy novel, Wish, which is set in the magical lands of the Seven C’s, so please check that out.
If you like my work, but are reading a free pirated version then buy the book. It’s not expensive, and you will feel better for it. And, of course, you will be encouraging me to write more.
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