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Editorial



Well this is it, the complete 12 issues of serial fiction - signed, sealed and delivered. It’s been an amazing 16 months working with a group of excellent and thoroughly professional authors. The learning curve has been steep at times, I never considered the need to arrange holidays around publication dates before we started, and, as you will see from the reflection pieces in this issue, the writers had their own adaptations to make. Having said that the whole experience has been overwhelmingly positive. 




So often in life we are led to compare ourselves to others. There are times when this is a necessary benchmark but mostly it’s not. This week I have been more unwell than usual and, in that post illness listlessness, I found a book I did not even know I had: ‘Unforgettable Things to Do Before You Die’. The subtext made me cross:  if you have not done these things you are not trying hard enough…




Never mind what you have not done -  I think it it’s time that we started to reflect more on what we have done. What we should be doing is encouraging people to list their own top 50 amazing things. There may be some obvious ones like weddings, births, parties and events.  But those unique things – a family picnic by a river on a sunny afternoon, helping a neighbour remain independent by being there for them, reaching a personal goal, should also be included.




Aethernet Magazine is definitely in my top 50. I hope you have enjoyed the stories as much as I have. Series 2 is a definite possibility, but right now I am looking forward to a few months without a deadline looming.




Thank you for all your support




Enjoy




Barbara Ballantyne




Editor
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Previously: Starlight has  made it back safely to her beloved Knee Tree Grounds. She is exhausted by the journey and overwhelmed by the response to the ring and cutbats, but she cannot rest for long. To protect her home, she must take the ring away and return it to New Earth…


















Gela’s Ring
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by Chris Beckett 







(Chapter 25)



The Kneefolk were happy to help Starlight go. They were happy to do whatever was needed to have her take away the ring which everyone else in whole of Eden seemed to want so much. The sooner it was on its way, the sooner they could begin to stop thinking about those boats being loaded up with metal spears beyond World’s Edge, those ringmen digging their way towards them across Deep Darkness. 




Uncle Dixon and four others went out to the boat that Starlight had brought from New Earth, and carefully broke away one of the two side-bodies, so that it could be a long pointed boat all of its own. Then they threw her bag of metal into it and the three metal spears, and paddled it back to the Sand, where they took it from the water, greased and rubbed it to make it run quickly through the waves, and added a small side runner on the left hand side to make it stable. It would be much quicker than any kneeboat. 




Johnny would go down alpway with her, and so would Shine and Dixon, but this time, Starlight decided, the other paddles would be taken by strong young men, instead of old blokes like Lucky and Delight. She chose a man called Peter, two three wombs younger than her, and two others called Jeff and Talltree. 




When she’d last left Knee Tree Grounds, Dixon had organised everything. This time it was Starlight that was in charge. It was her that asked Dixon and his friends to make the new boat for her out of the broken old one. It was her that got her big sister Glitterfish to go round collecting wooden carvings that she and her companions could claim they had come to trade, if anyone asked them why they were headed for Alpground. It was her that asked Lucky and Delight to stock the boat with cakes and dried meat gathered from the stores of all the Kneefolk. (They were glad to give whatever she wanted, they were glad glad, just so long as it would get that bloody ring away as soon as possible.) 




Everything was ready in a waking. More than twenty people helped carry the boat down to the water – so many helped that some of them could hardly get their hands on it - and just about every single one of the Kneefolk came to watch the boat go. 




As Starlight climbed into it, the two cutbats came clambering down from a tree and hurried across the sand to join her.




‘Come down come here, come down come here!’ one of them cried out in its flat creaky voice.




People tittered uneasily, and they shrank back as the two creatures passed. Animals didn’t talk and that meant that, by speaking human words, Starlight’s bats had made themselves into a kind of being that couldn’t be named. That was scary and horrible and weird. 




But whatever they were, and however disturbing they might be, the creatures were leaving weren’t they? They would soon be gone, along with the ring and the strangely changed Starlight from across the pool. Now all the Kneefolk had to do was to break up the rest of that New Earth boat and burn or re-use its wood, and, at least for a little while, everything on the Grounds could go back to how it had been before. 




The sheer relief of this put everyone in a cheerful mood, and the Kneefolk laughed and shouted as they paddled alongside Starlight’s boat as it made its way through the trees towards the open water of Worldpool. Even when it reached the alpside edge of the forest and only the wide bright water lay ahead, some of them tried to stay alongside, but, with no trees anymore to have to steer between, the long slim boat was soon too fast for them. As Starlight, Shine, Dixon, Johnny and the three young men settled into a steady rhythm, the little kneeboats fell quickly behind, and the people in them abandoned their attempts to keep up and instead cheered happily as they saw how quickly Gela’s ring was being taken away from them.









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








Starlight was back out on Worldpool again with the two bats. Already far behind her, and falling further behind all the time, little dark figures watched and waved from their little kneeboats, bobbing about on the bright surface of the water. How quickly what had been here and now had turned back once again into far away and long ago.




Ahead of her the shining water - pink here, green there - stretched away to World’s Edge. Below her lights of the watertrees passed beneath the boat, as they would do until they reached that great scoop of dark water that came between Nob Head and the rest of Mainground. 




Bright water or dark water, Starlight was weary of the pool. In fact, she ached with weariness. Although she had done no paddling since she and Snowleopard and his friends had taken their boat out from New Earth, her arms and shoulders ached as if she’d been toiling for days. And not only her arms. Her neck and head ached too, her legs ached and her stomach. Even her breasts ached. And right down inside her, like an ugly slinker climbing closer and closer to the world of light and air, that sick sick feeling grew. 




She was glancing round at Shine who was paddling behind her, when suddenly she found that the sick feeling wasn’t faint or deep inside anymore at all and she threw up three four times over the side of the boat.




The dark stain of her sick trailed out behind them, sinking slowly into the forest beneath the clear bright water.







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








Wakings later, she was asleep, dreaming about a journey she could never quite begin, when she heard the others pointing out the red fiery lights of Veeklehouse on a distant cliff. 




She fell asleep again, but she was woken a second time by the sound of men shouting from a distance. A heavy mainground boat was coming towards them and guards had been calling across to them. Starlight threw a buckskin quickly over the heads of the two bats and covered the ring with her left hand. 




‘We come from Knee Tree Grounds,’ Shine was calling back to the guards, holding up some of the carvings. ‘We’re taking these down to Alpground to trade for metal arrows.’




The guards laughed scornfully.




‘Good luck to you if you think they’re going to give you metal for that old garbage.’




Starlight slept, and woke, and slept. She was sick again. Inside her head the journey never began: boats sank, paddles broke, companions laughed at her and refused to continue, slinkers rose up out from the deep and the corpses of Snowleopard and Blink and Spear rose to the surface and came floating towards her over the heaving waves, all six eye-holes empty and not just one, all three faces empty and not just half of one. But all the while in the world outside, her friends carried her quickly around the edge of Mainground, digging and digging through the water.




One time when she woke, she found that one of the bats had picked up her paddle, and was digging through the water too. 









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








‘Starlight?’ murmured Shine. ‘I’m sorry to wake you, but do you think this is it?’




Starlight opened her eyes. The others had all stopped paddling, and were staring out over the water. The bats were staring too, with those flat eyes across which life moved, but in which nothing could be read. Ahead of them and to their left, over on Mainground, there was a light of many fires burning beside the water, and the dark, square shapes of houses. 




Starlight stood up in the boat. The bigplace looked similar in size to Veeklehouse, but it sat right next to the water, rather than at the top of a cliff, and alpway of it there was a dark gap in the forest where a great river opened out into the pool like an enormous mouth. And from out of the river came a river, a wide band of darkness, almost black in the middle, orange-brown round its cloudy edges, that split the bright water in two, all the way out to World’s Edge, just as the black cloud from Fire Rocks had split the sky in two. 




Ahead of them a single boat, one of those big heavy log-boats that the Davidfolk used for trading, was crossing over from the bright water and into the band of darkness as it turned towards the bigplace where it was headed. 




Another wave of nausea swept over Starlight and she leant gagging over the side of the boat.









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








Peter and Jeff and Talltree had never been further than Nob Head. As they pulled the boat out on the riverbank, Starlight watched them looking with bright and hungry eyes at the stores and houses of Johnhouse, the smoky buckfat lanterns, the people in robes, just as she had once looked hungrily at Veeklehouse. But she had seen many bigplaces now, and she scarcely even glanced at the place, scarcely took it in at all. She had other things to think about, and what in the world looks interesting, anyway, when all you can think about is a sick feeling in your belly? 




A young man came over to them. He had a wispy blond beard and a narrow face, and he wore a dirty brown fakeskin robe and a green hat with a feather in it.




‘You have to give me two stones if you’re going to leave your boat there, people,’ he said in the odd flat speech of Alpground. ‘That’s the council rule. Two stones, and then one more for each waking it stays there.’




‘Stones?’ grumbled Dixon. ‘What do you mean by stones?’




Starlight sighed.




‘It’ll be like sticks in Veeklehouse, won’t it uncle,’ she suggested as patiently as she could, ‘or cubes in New Earth.’




The boy turned towards her, and she quickly placed her left hand over the ring.




‘You got it, Einstein,’ he said, as he coolly appraised her. ‘Like sticks or cubes. And I’ll take sticks or cubes instead if you prefer.’




Then he noticed the two bats standing behind her, and his eyes brightened.




‘Hey! Cutbats! Tom’s dick, where did you people get those? What are you going to trade them for?’




‘We’re not trading them,’ Starlight said shortly.




The boy shrugged.




‘How come you got hold of them anyway? They’ve brought them over here from New Earth once twice lately, but you folk don’t sound like you come from there, and you don’t look like it either.’




Starlight ignored the question.




‘Will a metal cube do you instead of two stones?’




She reached into her bag of metal and took out one of the cubes that she’d once flung out in handfuls to the small people of New Earth.




‘Where do you people come from?’ asked the boy, accepting the metal quickly enough for it to be obvious that it was worth a great deal more to him than two stones. ‘This is New Earth metal here, and those are New Earth bats, and that boat, I’ve never seen one quite like it before, but it looks New Earth made to me. But look at you lot in your skin wraps! And listen to the way you talk! You’re not from New Earth, are you? How did you come by all this?’




‘It’s not really any of your… ’ began Dixon, but Starlight interrupted him.




‘We live in a little poolside place,’ Starlight said, ‘rockway some distance from here. Sometimes boats from across the pool get washed up there. Boats, and stuff on boats, and drowned people too. That’s how we found this boat and this metal and these bats. And we’ve found one two other things we want to send back there across the pool to New Earth. Are there any New Earth traders here who’d be going back soon across the pool?’




The boy looked at her. He was grinning broadly and was about to make some kind of joke, but something made him stop himself. He sensed her authority. He could see how the others deferred to her, even the fat man and the clawfoot woman who were more than twice her age.




‘Yeah, I could introduce you to some people. Give me another one two of those cubes and I could sort you out with most things.’




Starlight nodded. 




‘Later maybe,’ she said, and as she spoke she was removing the ring from her finger, keeping it carefully covered all the time, and slipping it into a little pocket on the edge of her wrap. ‘We’ll walk around a bit, do a little trading, and then we’ll come and find you.’




The boy laughed.




‘Yeah, okay. But what is it? What have you got you want to send back there? Why don’t you just keep it for yourself?’




‘That’s not your business is it? We’ve given you a cube, and we’ll give you another later. Now leave us alone.’




The boy shrugged and walked off. Starlight looked round at the others. She was aching aching, and the sickness was building up inside her yet again.




‘Okay,’ she said. ‘We’ll meet these New Earth traders and tell them the same story I just told him. We live up rockway somewhere, let’s say it’s a place called… uh…Stonepool. Bits and pieces get washed up, and four five wakings ago, we found a broken boat. It was a New Earth boat, a boat made of planks. If anyone asks about the bats, we’ll say they were there on its boatfloor in a cage.’




She paused, gathering the story together in her mind, fighting down the sickness inside her.




‘And we’ll say that about the same time, a dead woman washed up there with a ring on her finger. If they ask what she looked like, we’ll tell them she looked a lot like me. We’ll say we could see straight away that it was a special ring - it looked just like the ring in the old story, with two different metals and writing and everything - and we thought the New Earth folk would want it back.’




‘Okay Starlight,’ Shine said. ‘We’ll go with that, but you can’t be involved in this yourself, you know. You told me that thousands of people over there saw your face and heard you speak. One of them might recognise you!’




‘Yeah,’ said Peter, tall, strong-shouldered, batfaced. ‘And these bloody bats will follow you wherever you go and that’ll draw loads of attention. You should have left them behind, Starlight. You should have left them behind at Knee Tree.’




Dixon nodded.




‘You should have done. I don’t know why you didn’t. I know you feel for them for some reason, but they’d have waited until you got back again.’




Johnny glanced anxiously at Starlight, looking for the temper that he knew could so quickly flare up, but Starlight said nothing, didn’t even seem to be paying attention.




She looked away from the Knee Tree group at the stores and houses that began only twenty thirty feet away, at the people going back and forth to trade, at the orange flames of buckfat lamps, at the men with spears. (What did they call those men here, she vaguely wondered? Did they call them ringmen, or did the Johnfolk of New Earth have yet another name?) 




Nausea tainted everything, made it all seem mean and futile. 




‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘you’re right. It would be trouble for all of us if someone recognised me. I’ll wait here. The rest of you can go and find these New Earth people and let them have the ring.’




‘Just give it to them, you mean?’ Dixon asked. ‘We may as well. It’s no good to us, is it?’




They all turned to Starlight and waited for her to decide. She knew so many things that they knew almost nothing of at all.




‘No,’ she said. ‘You should ask for a trade for it in metal, a good trade. If our story was true, and we really had just found it, we wouldn’t just give it away, would we? We’d be looking to get as much as we could. Tell them you want metal. Don’t let them have it until they’ve agreed to give you a lot.’




She looked at Dixon, fat Uncle Dixon, standing there with his belly hanging over his skin waistwrap, his mouth hanging slightly open as he listened and tried to understand. She looked at her big, quiet, shy brother Johnny. She looked at the three young men who’d never been further than Nob Head. Even tall and handsome Shine had never been further than that, apart from that one trip to Veeklehouse.




‘Do you get that?’ Starlight asked. ‘Does it make sense to you?’




They all nodded.




‘Yes, Starlight, we understand.’ 




Starlight turned and walked to the edge of the water. On the far side of the river, three hundred feet away at least, many different kinds of tree hung their branches low over the water, laden with lanterns in red or white or blue or yellow. In between, over water so muddy and churned up that it had no light of its own, hundreds of little dim dark shapes were zipping fast and low over the surface. They were jewel-bats. Back and forth they went, back and forth, skimming the water with the tips of their fingers, ready to snatch as soon as they felt a fish’s skin. 




The two wingless bats had run down after her, and now they stood beside her, staring out at the scene. For a moment she wondered how they felt about watching bats that still had wings.




She took the ring out of the pocket in her wrap and held it in the palm of her hand. She’d worn it now for many many wakings since she first saw it on the maimed finger of Firehand Johnson. She’d looked at it often, she’d felt it, she’d taken it off and turned it this way and that, she’d held it up in front of white lanternflowers to read the tiny letters inside. But now, as she looked down at it – at those tiny letters, at the way the two metals merged into a single shape - she felt that somehow she’d still never really seen it, never really noticed at it at all. 




I should try to see it, she decided. I should try to see it properly, just once, before I give it away.




But what was it? What was she looking at? Didn’t you have to know what a thing was before you could really see it? (If you didn’t already know those shadows out there were bats, what would you see? Nothing but a fast-moving blur?) 




What was this thing? She knew it had been made on Earth, wherever that was. She knew had been given to Angela by her mum and dad. She knew it had been found by John Redlantern. She knew her own ancestor, Jeff Redlantern, had held it in his hand just once in Tall Tree Valley, just for a second or two, and then handed it back to John. She knew that, at the time of Breakup, John had used it to show to his followers that Gela was on his side. She knew that the Davidfolk had fought and killed to get it back, stabbing with spears, shooting with arrows, tying people to trees and cooking them like meat.




But all of these were stories about the ring, they weren’t the ring itself. And now she tried and tried until her head ached, to push them from her mind so she could look only at the little metal thing in her hand and see it naked, without the stories that people had wrapped it in. 




Look. It was just a thing. Just a small small thing. 




But it was impossible to hold onto that, impossible, for any length of time, to hold back the stories that had made this tiny thing so big that it kept pulling more stories around itself, and growing bigger, and pulling in still more.




For it hadn’t finished. There’d be another story soon of how the ring had come back again from Mainground, how the foolish Davidfolk had never even known how near it came to them, and how the false Ringwearer, the whisperer from across the pool, had tried to steal it but had ended up drowning herself. What fun the teachers would have with that! It was proof that Mother Gela was on the side of the Johnfolk, they’d tell everyone. It was proof that the whisperers’ claims were false. It was proof that things in New Earth were exactly how Gela and her father President wanted them to be, and that anyone who challenged them would surely die.




She turned the ring between her fingers, and the sickness moved inside her like a slinker scrabbling with its hard hard claws inside a tree, making the ring’s shiny smoothness suddenly seem spoiled and tainted and foul. 




In New Earth and in Knee Tree Grounds, they told the story of John Redlantern on that cliff at Veeklehouse. Should he have thrown the ring in the water? Wouldn’t it have been better if he had? And if so, shouldn’t she finish now the job that John hadn’t been brave enough to see through, now while she still had the chance? It would be so easy. And perhaps she would feel less sick inside herself once she’d done it.




Starlight closed her hand round it. She half-lifted it… 




‘Are you alright Starlight?’ said Shine’s deep voice beside her.




‘Wha… ? Yeah, I’m okay.’ 




Starlight lowered her hand, but she didn’t turn away from the river.




‘Sorry, dear,’ Shine said. ‘I didn’t mean to make you jump. Do you still feel sick?’




‘Yeah.’




‘That’s gone on a lot of wakings. And you still ache too?’




Starlight shrugged.




‘Well I’ve had a hard time lately, haven’t I? I guess it’s got to me. It would get to anyone, I suppose.’




‘That may be. But when was the last time you bled?’




The shadows of bats swooped and dived over the dim brown water, and, on the far bank, the forest lanterns swayed slightly in the wind that blew across the pool from New Earth.




‘Oh, Jeff’s ride, I don’t know. So many things have happened.’




She looked round at Shine.




‘You’re not saying that… ?’




Shine laughed.




‘Well, why not Starlight? Why not? I take it you must have slipped with that Greenstone fellow at least once twice?’




Tears came springing up to Starlight’s eyes.




‘Don’t talk about him like that.’




‘I’m sorry. I’m just saying… ’




Starlight raised her hand to brush the apology away. Hard as it was to count out time when so much had happened, she knew – now that she thought about, she knew - that it must be sixty wakings at least since she last bled.




‘I’d better give you the ring,’ she said.




‘Okay. Just me and Dixon will go, we’ve decided. Johnny and the boys can stay here with you.’




Starlight nodded.




‘I suggest you do the talking, Shine. Uncle Dixon isn’t made for lying.’




Shine laughed.




‘Oh, and I am?’




‘No I don’t mean that of course, but… ’




‘Don’t worry. I know what you mean. So are you going to give me that ring then? The one you’re holding onto so tightly?’




Slowly, reluctantly, Starlight opened her fingers and looked down again at the little smooth circle of metal.




‘I wanted to throw it in the river just a moment ago, but now I don’t want to give it up at all. I mean, look at it, Shine, just look at it! This is Gela’s Ring! This is the ring from the old story.’




Shine nodded but didn’t speak. 




‘It’s so old old,’ Starlight said. ‘People have been born and grown old and died while this thing has been in the world, many many times. It’s so old and it’s come so far to reach me. It’s hard hard to let it go.’




Then she slowly and reluctantly dropped the ring into Shine’s hand. 









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








And now Shine was holding it and Starlight was looking down at it, knowing that she would never touch it again. 




And she felt… scared almost, like she’d felt that time with Greenstone when she had looked up at the open sky for that one last time before they passed into the brightness of the Great Cave.









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








Shine closed her hand. The ring had gone, and the way it looked and felt was already only a memory. Starlight felt grief stab through her. She felt as if everything she had ever lost had been brought together in that little hoop of metal that Shine had taken away from her, so that she was losing all of it once more. 




‘Thankyou,’ Shine said, and she looked into Starlight’s eyes. 




It was meant to be a look of kindness and understanding, but Starlight was sure she could see triumph there too. And she felt rage, she felt hate, she felt a terrible terrible jealousy, she wished she really had thrown the bloody thing into the water, so that Shine could have had no share in it, and so that she, Starlight alone, could have been the one, the famous one, that finally ended the story that began with Gela, and not just one of many on the ring’s long path.




But Shine had the ring. And now she turned away towards the others, and Starlight felt that she’d become a child again, a foolish little child who had got herself into a silly mess. 




‘Okay Dix,’ said Shine. ‘Let’s go find that guy with the hat.’









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








Starlight turned back towards the river. Presently her big brother came over and stood beside her, followed by the three young men. 




Awkwardly, Johnny put his arm round her shoulders.




‘It’ll soon be sorted Starlight,’ he said. ‘And then we can all go home.’




Starlight neither responded nor pushed him away.




‘You should take some of my metal, and trade it for food for the journey back.’




‘We can sort that out later Starlight.’




The little bat-shadows swooped and dived over the water.




‘I shouldn’t have let it go,’ Starlight said.




‘Why? You said yourself that if it didn’t go back, those ringmen would come for us with spears and arrows!’




‘I shouldn’t have sent it back. Now the big people will go on using it, on and on and on, to make the small people into fools. To keep them like children.’         




She knew, she felt absolutely certain, that she had thrown away the biggest chance that life would ever give her to change the story of dark dark Eden. But it was too late to run after Shine and Dixon. It was too late. 




‘John Redlantern should have thrown it in the water and made an end to it,’ she said. ‘How could he give it to Brightflame with all that blood already on it? How could he? And if he couldn’t throw it away, I should have done.’




Johnny wasn’t a man who felt uneasy with other people’s worries and troubles, and he wasn’t the quickest at thinking things out, but he did his best all the same to find something useful to say. 




‘But… ’ he began. ‘But if you had thrown it in the water, Starlight, and you were standing here now and it was gone and you couldn’t get it back, wouldn’t you… ?’




He was interrupted by shouting.




‘Hey! Bats! Where’s your wings!’




A group of children and newhairs had gathered to jeer at the ugly cutbats squatting by the waterside. 




‘What’s the use of a bat that can’t fly?’




A boy threw a stone. Starlight whirled round in fury.




‘You kids better leave those bats alone,’ she hissed at them, ‘unless you want to find out what people like us do when we’re really really angry.’









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








Presently, Dixon and Shine returned, each one clutching two large skin bags.




‘Look at what we got for it!’ Dixon exclaimed excitedly. ‘Two whole bags of metal arrow heads. Two whole bags of big lumps of metal. It’s all down to Shine. I would have taken just one bag quite happily, but she held out for all this.’ 




He threw his bags down on the ground, and opened one of them so they could see the redmetal packed inside. 




‘I could make boats all my life, I reckon, and I still wouldn’t get this much in trade.’




He laughed delightedly.




‘But Jeff’s ride, you should have seen their faces when Shine showed them the ring. I tell you, their eyes came bulging out of their heads.’




‘I don’t think those blokes were ordinary traders,’ Shine said. ‘I think they’d been sent over here specially to try and find it. There was three four of those ringmen guards like we saw at Veeklehouse, and this fat little man in a long white robe. And… ’




‘Chief Gerry,’ Starlight said.




‘Yes! Gerry! That’s what he said his name was. You know him do you? That explains it. He was interested interested when I described the woman’s body that we were supposed to have found washed up on poolside. He wanted to know if we could bring it to him. Of course I said we’d sunk it in the pool. And… ’




Shine stopped.




‘Tom’s dick, we’d better go hadn’t we?’ she said. ‘We’d better go now. Someone only has to tell them about the pretty young woman with the bats, and… ’




Starlight had walked away a little away from the rest of them to stand with the two bats. 




‘Yeah, you go now, all of you,’ she said. ‘Quickly quickly. But I won’t be coming with you.’




‘What?’ Dixon gaped at her, appalled, dismayed, bewildered. 




‘No one wants me back on the Grounds. You know that. You know how happy they were to see me go.’




‘But that wasn’t because of you, Starlight dear,’ protested Shine. ‘It was because of that bloody ring, and now it’s gone. We’re not safe here with those ringmen so near, but why would they want to come to the Grounds? As far as they know you’re dead and we buried you in the pool.’




‘Someone will tell them about the woman with the bats who was with you two, and then they’ll know that was a lie.’




‘I guess so. But even then, why would they bother to come looking for you when they’ve got the ring? Surely they’ll just want to take it back across the water and end the whole story.’




‘Exactly!’ cried Dixon in a loud cheerful voice. ‘So that’s settled. Let’s get this boat on the water and get paddling rockway before one of those New Earth blokes wanders over and sees you. We only need to get back out on Worldpool and we’ll be fine. Ha! More than fine, with all this metal to trade with! We can take our time getting to Veeklehouse, and then stop there and get ourselves lots of nice things.’




‘You must go,’ Starlight repeated, ‘all of you must go, but I’m not coming.’







(Chapter 26)



There was no one with Starlight, but the two bats were paddling so well that she could take a rest when she felt too sick, and the boat would still move forward, even if only slowly, against the pull of all that water. 




On either bank the shining lantern trees hung down their flowers, humming and sighing, and in their light smoothbucks and woollybucks came down to drink, and fisher people waded waist-deep with nets, their faces bright, their skin glossy, their words sharp and clear, even from fifty feet away. But the middle of the river was shadowy and quiet, which was how she wanted it. The less light there was to see her by, the less people would ask questions about why a young woman was travelling on her own in a bark boat paddled by bats, the more likely it was they would only see another of the dark and shadowy shapes that went back and forth all the time on this stretch of the Brown River. 




The boat was a real kneeboat from Knee Tree Grounds. It had been strange to find it way down alpway there in Johnhouse, and to have to trade two good metal arrowheads for a thing that came from the same place they did, but it was the first suitable boat she’d been been able to find. 




Splash splash splash went the paddles of the two bats. 




From time to time other boats would pass her, simple log canoes or bigger trading boats with side-bodies and boatfloors, but, unless they steered close to the bank, they were only shadowy shapes as well, dark and shadowy shapes with shadowy voices speaking softly in the dimness as if each boat was in a different world.




Splash splash splash… 




After some hours on the river, Starlight decided the bats should have names. 




‘I’ll call you Ugly,’ she said to the one that hadn’t yet spoken.




‘And you I’ll call Squeak,’ she said to the other. 




Both bats looked at her with their blank flat eyes. Squeak had slightly fewer wrinkles in those hard folds of blue-black skin around its mouth and breathing hole, and a slightly narrower face. That was if you could call those things faces. They were more like masks. They never smiled, or frowned, or grimaced. The wrinkles never moved from a single fixed position, except when the creatures ate, when Starlight could sometimes see rows of black, thorn-like teeth and a green, forked tongue.




‘Squeak.’




‘It’s your name.’




‘Name.’




She shrugged, picked up a paddle. The sickness had faded a bit, and it was a bit easier to put up with it anyway, now she knew the cause of it. She began to dig through the water. 




‘Look, bats,’ she whispered. ‘There! No there! On the left! Nightmakers!’




Three great black long-necked animals had worked their slowly down to the riverbank from a low hill, leaving a dark path through the brightness of the forest where they’d stripped away the lanternflowers from every tree they passed. Now they were kneeling on the bank, scooping up water with their hands.




A little further along, another river came down to join the great brown stream in a series of small bright waterfalls. This new river was completely clear and, for a few hundred yards before the water of two streams merged, it cut into the dark muddiness of Brown River like a knife of light, like a spear head. Dozens of little jewel-bats swooped and swerved over the slither of clear bright water as Starlight, Ugly and Squeak paddled over it, and back onto the dim brown water, the huge dark shapes of Snowy Dark looming up ahead of them against Starry Swirl.




Later she slept on the bank, near enough to the scalding trunk of a spiketree to feel its warmth, while the bats watched and waited in the tree’s blue light.









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








After four more wakings on the river, the slopes of shining trees began to climb steeply on either side towards great black blocks of darkness. The mountains weren’t just ahead of them now but around them too, and all that was left of the sky was a narrow strip of Starry Swirl that ran straight overhead. It seemed that Brown River didn’t go round Snowy Dark, or flow down from it, but passed right through it, cutting it in half, picking up water all the time from the streams cascading down on both sides from the great snowslugs, or glayshers as some called them, those huge creeping rivers of ice that Starlight knew were hidden away up there in the blackness, though she had never seen such things, and had no clear picture of them in her mind. 




They passed a group of strange stooping birds, fifty sixty of them, tall as people, stalking in the shallows on long thin legs. The birds cupped their wings over their heads to cut out the reflections of the treelanterns on the banks, and they held their clawed hands out in front of them with elbows slightly bent, ready to grab at any moment. As the boat came past, they stood up straight, lowering their wings and arms as they watched the strangers go by, waves of grey rippling over their flat black eyes.




‘Birds,’ Starlight told the bats.




‘Birds,’ said Squeak.




A little later, they passed some little naked children sitting on a large smooth rock at the edge of the water, yet more of those pale creatures from Earth who’d somehow found their way into so many little corners of Eden. On each side of them spiketrees and redlanterns grew, and the water near the bank shone blue and pink with their reflections. But a single giant tree towered up behind the rock with pure white flowers that lit up the children and the rock and the ground around them, so they sat in a pool of white light.




‘Hey kids!’ Starlight called out, paddling towards the light from out of the darkness.




After wakings of trying to hide from the sight of human beings, she found herself longing for a few minutes in the company of these little people. 




‘You guys been having a swim have you?’ she called.




The children stood up. The oldest one was a girl of maybe ten wombs and, on either side of her were a much smaller boy and a tiny plump little girl. 




‘Is this where you always come for a swim?’




The children didn’t answer her, but their eyes suddenly widened as they began to make out Starlight’s strange companions. They turned and ran shrieking back into the forest.




In her loneliness, without thinking about it, Starlight felt with her left hand for the firm smoothness of Gela’s ring, the ring that had made her special, the ring that had meant that people would always love her. But of course she found nothing there on her ring finger but her own skin.









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








The strip of stars above them became even narrower, and the slopes on either side of them steeper, with the white and coloured lanterns of the forest only reaching a short way up before they gave way to bare rock and darkness. On the higher slopes the occasional giant mountain tree made its own little circle of light which summoned up little separate worlds out of the blackness: a patch of cliff, a few stones lying on a ledge, a glittery waterfall…




Few boats came by now, only two three in a waking, but that made other travellers more curious. And the river was narrower too, and less muddy, so that there was no part of it that wasn’t lit to some extent by the trees on the bank or shining waterlanterns below the surface, and there was no way that Starlight could avoid these strangers getting a look at her and her strange companions.




‘Gela’s tits! Are those bats?’ called out a trader with a long white beard, his voice echoey between those high steep slopes. ‘How d’you manage to get them to do that?’




‘Got them down in Johnhouse,’ Starlight answered. ‘They bring them from across the pool apparently. Look at the work they save me! You should hurry on down there, and get a couple for yourself.’




Then she paddled on as quickly as she could against the stream, hoping there’d be no more questions, and no request for her stop and let the trader have a better look.









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








Later, she passed a small group of woollybucks gathering up wavyweed by the water’s edge in the pink light of trees and the white glow of their own headlanterns. Five of them fully grown and two of them babies, they were using their front legs as arms to lift great clumps of the stringy glowing stuff and bring it to their eager mouth feelers. But when they saw the boat they froze, armfuls of weed suspended halfway between the water and their mouths, and watched the boat warily with their big flat eyes. 




They didn’t seem to have noticed the much more real threat that Starlight now suddenly spotted, watching them from a treeless spur of rock straight above them, grey and jagged like an old broken bone. It was a great white snowleopard, dimly dimly lit by trees below it, its head lowered between its wide shoulders, its splayed front feet resting on the cliff edge. 




The white leopard looking down from the edge of the darkness, the bucks in the light by the river bank: it was a scene from the times before human beings ever came to dark dark Eden, when everything in Eden was of Eden, when everything was simply a part of Eden’s own slow unfolding. 




But then the leopard noticed Starlight. It lifted its head slightly as it looked straight towards her with its two flat Eden eyes, and that odd blank extra eye on top of its head, like a big empty bowl. For a moment they were all watching her, the leopard, the bucks, the two bats with her in the boat.




And then a cry came, a pure high cry, not from the direction of the leopard at all, but from the empty rocks on the far side of the gorge. 




Again, without even noticing herself do it, Starlight felt for the ring and found it gone.







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








At the end of Starlight’s next long waking, they came to a dimly lit place between the mountains, where the ground was solid rock and there were no starflowers or redlanterns or spiketrees or ordinary whitelanterns or any other kind of forest tree, only a few of those giant mountain trees with their white lanternflowers. Steam rose from their airholes into the cold air. Boulders and stones lay strewn in the pools of light beneath them. 




Starlight was tired tired, and when, after two more hours of paddling, she saw there was still no end to this lonely stony place, she took the boat to the bank, wrapped herself tightly in a woollybuck skin and leant against a tree trunk for warmth, with the two bats huddling up against her inside the skin. 




A cold rasping cry startled her awake. She looked all around her but could see nothing in the pale tree light, but the rock floor and the scattered stones. Perhaps it had been a leopard, throwing its voice from some hiding place and trying to fool her into running towards it? 




But then she looked up and saw in the tree’s pale light that three full-grown greatbats had arrived on a branch above her, their long wings brightly lit by its flowers as they looked straight down at Starlight and the two cutbats.




Squeak and Ugly wriggled out of the buckskin at once, and tipped their heads back, and opened their mouths, and returned the same harsh cry. 




At once, the three greatbats spread out their wings and came swooping down in a wide slow circle to alight on the rocky ground some thirty feet away. They were as tall as Starlight’s shoulders and their great quivery wings were seven eight feet across, but they stood there lightly lightly on the ground, quivering slightly on their backward-pointing knees, their wings unfolded and ready to take to the air again at any moment. One by one, they opened their mouths and released a rapid stream of squeaks and clicks. 




After that they fell silent. For a few seconds there was no sound but the pumping of the tree, and then then the two young cutbats responded with squeaks and clicks of their own, Ugly first, and then Squeak.




A strange thought came to Starlight, so strange that just holding it in her mind seemed to take a huge effort, like carrying a heavy heavy weight. And the thought was that perhaps it might be possible for a human being to learn some of those squeaks and clicks and what they meant, just as bats had been able to learn some English words. The thought was that there could be different names for things, not just different words here and there as happened between different places in Eden, but a completely different way of naming things. 




There were more clicks and squeaks from the winged bats. Then Ugly and Squeak walked towards them so that the fully-grown bats could feel and stroke the hard green stumps on their shoulders where their wings had once grown.




After that all five bats began to squeak and click all at once. 




‘Go with them, why don’t you?’ Starlight said to the cutbats. ‘I can paddle the boat by myself if need be.’




All five bats fell suddenly silent for a moment, turning their mask-like faces towards her, and silently watching her for a few second, before they turned back to one another and began once again their stream of clicks and creaks. 




It went on for a long time, so long that Starlight pulled the buckskin round herself and hundled back down against the tree to keep herself warm. And it was as she did so that she noticed the faint marks and scratchings on a nearby boulder, just like the so-called bat writing she and Greenstone had seen far away in Bat Cave, far away across Worldpool, deep beneath the dark mountains of New Earth. And - look! - there they were too on that boulder too, and that one, and that one there. She hadn’t noticed them before, but now almost every rock she looked at had its own scratched marks. 




A louder cry made her turn her attention back to the five bats. Two of the winged ones had taken hold of Ugly beneath its arms, lifting it clear of the ground. They spread their wings and ran forward, and then they were in the air, rising rapidly up up up, with Ugly dangling between them. The remaining winged bat clicked and grunted for a moment as it watched them, then it too ran forward beating its wings and leapt upwards into the air. 




Squeak, for some reason, they had left behind, and now it stood staring up at the others until they were little black specks against Starry Swirl. 




‘Did you… ,’ Starlight asked. ‘Did you to choose to stay with me? Or was it just that you’re too big for a single bat to lift?









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








For most of another waking Starlight and Squeak paddled onwards through that dim and stony place, before at last more trees began to appear again, ordinary forest trees, growing just by the side of the water at first and then rising up the slopes on either side of them, shining white and blue and yellow and red. And, as the forest returned, the huge dark forms above it began to pull back again, opening up more and more of the sky.




‘Trees,’ said Starlight pointing.




‘Trees,’ creaked Squeak.




A starbird called from somewhere ahead of them: 




Hoooom!  -  Hoooom!  -  Hoooom!




And from even further away, faintly faintly, its mate answered it: 




Aaaaah!  Aaaaah!  Aaaaah!




‘That’s funny,’ said Starlight. ‘Look at the sky, Squeak. Is that a cloud up there or what?’




The mountains of Snowy Dark had fallen behind them, but now some new kind of shadow was blotting out part of Starry Swirl. It wasn’t like any mountain she’d seen, for it was a completely smooth shape spanning the whole sky like the edge of an enormous circle, lower in the middle and higher on either side. It couldn’t be the shadow of a mountain in any case, or a cloud, because there were still a few bright stars scattered through it. 




And what were those other things, those dim dim shapes in between, some of them spiral shapes, like little tiny Starry Swirls, some long and thin, like circles seen from the side?




The answer only came to Starlight after she’d been paddling and worrying at it for hour or more. And it made her spine tingle with a strange new kind of fear. 




This wasn’t a shadow covering up the sky like a mountain or a cloud, was what she suddenly realised. It was the black sky itself. It was behind Starry Swirl, not in front of it, and that smooth curved line was simply the edge of the Swirl. She and Squeak had travelled so far blueway, so far round the sphere of Eden, that they were beginning to come out from underneath the great spiral, and were looking out past it into an emptiness in which even Starry Swirl was just a small small thing, even though it contained Eden, and Earth, and a hundred thousand stars, and all of the enormous emptinesses between them.




Ahead of them the river turned sharply left, to head off rockway along the blueside of Snowy Dark. It wasn’t anything like so wide now as it had been back in Alpground, and, looking ahead, Starlight could see that the trees along its blueside bank would soon hide most of the sky from her.




‘We’ll stop for a bit, Squeak,’ she said. ‘We need to find some more food anyway. We’ll stop over there on the knee where the river turns, so we can still see the sky.’








(Chapter 27)



I still sometimes go down to that place on the knee of Brown River, just before it begins to curve round peckway towards Alpground. Sometimes I take a boat, sometimes I ride a buck. Either way, it’s not so far to go. I didn’t know it at the time, but me and Squeak weren’t much more than half a waking’s paddling from Clare’s Rest, and not much more than waking even from Tinapool. 




There were of course a lot of things I didn’t know then. 




I was sick in my belly and I was tired tired. To my right and behind me, the river curved round and back towards Snowy Dark and then on through to Johnland and the Pool. To my left it headed here. It was all strange to me, all new, but what I kept coming back to was that huge curved line above me, splitting the sky in two. You’ve seen it there above you all your life, so you won’t easily be able to imagine how strange and wonderful it was - and how scary - but I felt a bit like I’d done that time back at Steamfall when I stood on top of the cliff and looked down through the swirling steam at that deadly red river below. 




I didn’t have anyone of my own any more. Quite probably I’d never see Dixon or Shine or Johnny or Glitterfish again, any more than I’d see Greenstone or Quietstream, or my mum and dad. ‘They were gone like Earth,’ as people here say.




And you, you were still inside me. I didn’t know if you’d be a boy or a girl, or whether you’d even live, let alone who you’d be. As for your brothers and sisters, and all of your kids, they weren’t even ideas yet. 




I had no idea what this ground up ahead of me would be like, or how far away it was, or what kind of welcome it would give me. I couldn’t be sure that it was even there at all, let alone that a waking would come when I’d be one of the leaders of its people, and have another chance to find a different game to play with those building blocks of clay. But it seems to me that, when I stopped there on the knee of the river, that was the moment when I stopped being the girl I’d been before and started being the woman I am now: a grownup woman, one of the Tinafolk, one of the people of Half Sky.









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








I rubbed my aching belly, and tried to imagine the baby inside – Yes! Ridiculous as it seems, I tried to imagine you! - then I held my hands out in front of me and looked down at them in the pink light of the big redlantern tree that was behind me.




There was no ring there. There wasn’t even the smallest mark to show where the ring had been.




Hoooom! -  Hoooom! – Hooom! called out that Starbird in the forest.




Aaaaah!  Aaaaah!   Aaaaah! answered its mate.




‘Bird,’ said Squeak, and it twitched its shoulders, shifting the skin over its wing stumps.
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Fin




… but read on for Chris Beckett’s thoughts on the writing of Gela’s Ring…




http://www.chris-beckett.com





Chris’s novel Dark Eden (Corvus), was short-listed for BSFA award, and won the 2013 Arthur C Clarke award. Gela’s Ring continues the story of the human colony on the planet Eden. His latest book The Peacock Cloak (NewCon Press) is his second short story collection. The first collection, The Turing Test (Elastic Press), won the Edge Hill Short Fiction Award in 2009.  
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Writing Serials by Chris Beckett



I had a rough idea for a novel – the sequel to Dark Eden – and at the time no publisher for it, so I jumped at the opportunity that Tony and Barbara offered me to publish it in serial form. How hard could it be, I thought, to hand in 10,000 words a month? The novel would practically write itself! I hope readers have enjoyed Gela’s Ring, but I must say I found the process of writing it a lot harder than I imagined. 




Normally when I write a novel – if ‘normally’ isn’t too grand way of putting it when I’ve only written three – I write a draft, and then extensively revise it from the beginning again, often discarding my original starting point: The Holy Machine, for instance, was originally written in the third person and began with a long slice of back story from before its main protagonist was even born.   Even with short stories, the writing process often takes years, with bursts of writing and then long periods simmering on the back ring.  But once you’ve embarked on a serial and it’s started to appear, you can’t go back, and you are irrevocably stuck with the decisions you made at the beginning.  




And this is difficult.  In fact it’s difficult difficult, if I may lapse for a moment into Eden language, because there are a lot of limitations to what you can introduce into a book if you can’t go back and change things in order to make room for them.  I’m not someone that plans out a plot in detail in advance – I just can’t, because I need to start writing if I’m going to be able to think myself into a book at all – and this means that normally I rely on my ability to go back and change things as the story develops.  




All kinds of things will be different about the book version of the story of Gela’s Ring, which does now have a publisher (including even its title: the book will be called Mother of Eden).  Gela’s Ring is told in the 3rd person, Mother of Eden is told in the first person by multiple narrators, like Dark Eden; Greenstone came over as a spoiled and wimpy for much of Gela’s Ring, but in Mother of Eden I’ve tried to make him a much more sympathetic character; there are more subplots, more minor characters, and more flashbacks to events before the story began.  In fact so extensive are the changes I’ve made that most of the book consists of completely new writing, rather than simply revised material from Gela’s Ring, even though the world, the main players and the story arc are all essentially the same.  A lot became possible when I was allowed to go back to the beginning.




I enjoyed writing Gela’s Ring, I’m incredibly grateful to Aethernet for giving me a chance to write it and I hope people enjoyed reading it, but I must say it has given me a whole lot of respect for serial writing as a form.  Jeff’s eyes, it’s scary scary stuff, committing yourself to the beginning before you’ve even reached the end!
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The Sugar Pill by Libby McGugan
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Previously: Sasha wants to feel happy, she really does. She is even prepared to be a guinea pig for a new genetic manipulation drug. But what they did not tell her was that she would feel much worse before she got better, and there is a limit to how much despair a girl can take…


















The Sugar Pill
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by Libby McGugan







Three



The blade glinted in the moonlight, and Sasha admired its form. Four inches of smooth stainless steel with a black sleek handle, it was a better knife than the ones she had used before. She had watched Ian, the lab tech, use it to slice chicken breasts into thin strips and how easily it cleaved the flesh. She turned it upside down and tried to catch raindrops on the sharp edge of the blade and balance them, but it cleaved them too and they trickled, broken, onto the ground below. Four inches were more than enough. She was slim and her vital organs just below the surface, delicate and vulnerable. It would only take one push to pierce them, to stop their insistence on doing what they did to keep her here, trapped in this life. She smiled at the irony. Trapped in a body trapped in a maze. Only she knew a way out. This was not the release she had chased in cutting herself; this was something deeper. The satisfaction sat like a treasure inside her, a secret she could take out and and smile at when she did, because it was her secret and no one else’s. She could beat the system. She wondered how it would feel to have her life ebb away. Would it feel like sleep? The pain of the push would be there, but there would be so much more to feel. The anticipation of nothingness; of not having to try any more. 




She gripped the handle and pointed the blade at her heart, then paused, suddenly sorry to let it down. All those years of pumping, of working tirelessly to pulse blood round her veins, whatever she was doing, awake or asleep. What had she done with her life? The world reflected her expectation of disappointment at every turn. It was an excellent mirror. Pity her heart hadn’t chosen someone else to sustain, someone who wouldn’t betray it, who would live with it until it grew tired, and not the other way round. She wondered if it would feel it, if it would hurt her heart to break like this, under the knife. She hoped it wouldn’t, but then, she could do nothing about it if it did. 




Her hand gripped tighter and she placed the point on the left of her chest, lining up. Why was she trembling? She was about to get all she wanted. She should be thrilled. She scorned her inability to feel good even about this. Eva would be upset, but she would also be free and in time she would see. The uneasiness of that thought distracted her, so she pushed it from her mind. Realigning the knife, she took a deep breath. If nothing else, she could control this. She closed her eyes, feeling the readiness descend on her.




“Sasha?”




Her eyes shot open. She turned, exhaling a harsh breath, furious to have her moment shattered. 




Taylor was standing at the end of the passageway. 




“Don’t… ” she began.




He stood motionless, and she sat with the knife at right angles to her chest, poised to penetrate. 




She took several deep breaths. She would have to make him irrelevant, to get back to her readying. If he was going to witness it, that was his problem. Her grip tightened.




“Why haven’t you done it already?” asked Taylor.




She turned to him, bitter at his disruption. “Go away.”




“You’ve been in here for ages. Why haven’t you done it already?”




“You think I won’t?”




“No. I think you might. I just want to know why you haven’t already.”




“What does it matter?” 




“I’m just curious.” He paused, watching her.  “What do you want, Sasha?”




“I want escape. Relief. Oblivion. I don’t want to be me anymore.”




He began walking towards her. 




“Stay away, Taylor.” She stiffened, raising the blade higher. But he kept walking. “I mean it! Don’t!”




“So why haven’t you done it?”




“What do you care?”




He kept walking. 




His presence was confusing her. She was beginning to find clarity in her readying, and he was messing it up. His confidence was messing it up. He was screwing with the purity of her intention and it threw her off track. And now he was closer… why did he care? He sat down next to her and she noticed his scent on the rain. It added to the fog. 




“I just want to know what stopped you so far,” he said. 




She chewed on her lip. “It’s stupid,” she said. “You’ll just laugh.” 




“No I won’t.” 




He watched her and she saw no judgment in his eyes.




“I… I felt sorry for my heart,” she said.




He stared at the black hedge ahead for a moment, and nodded.




She studied his eyes. They weren’t laughing. As he turned, comfortable with their gaze, the intensity of it burned into her. It was like shining a headlight into a mirror, into the darkest recesses of her soul. It blinded the darkness inside of her and made her look away. 




“Maybe your heart is glad you didn’t.”




She was about to ask how he would know, but then, she didn’t really, either. 




She didn’t really know. The certainty had gone, the purity of that feeling splintered into something less.  




She lowered the knife and wept as he held her. 









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








She was expecting a reaction when she went into the Lab the next day. Some pacifying insincerity from Lorenz that feigned his concern. But there was nothing. He was no different from the other days. Eva had made no reference to things at breakfast. She had been subdued, the edges chipped off her exuberant optimism. Sasha was used to people talking about her frailties, her crisis moments, as though it offered some sordid fascination for them, but nobody mentioned it. She glanced at Taylor as he typed on a keyboard. He hasn’t told them. Perhaps he felt her thought because he turned and winked at her. 




They took some baseline readings in the sofa room and Lorenz entered holding a glass of water in one hand and a small plastic cup in the other. 




“Maybe you should just have a sleep after this dose,” he said. “The nausea will wear off soon enough. Just take it easy today.”




“What did the blood tests show from yesterday?” asked Eva. “Is it working on the gene yet?” 




“It’s too early for any results,” said Lorenz. “It needs at least three days to build up in the system before it reaches the peak levels we need for genetic change.” He smiled at Sasha in a way that reminded her of oil. “You just need to stick with it.” He held out the plastic cup. The pill rattled inside it.




She took the cup and stared at the pill. The memory of the nausea, of being in the tunnel, of the dark rain in the maze; it all washed over her. She stood up. “I… I don’t want to take it.” 




“Sasha!” Eva stared up at her, her face crumpled in disappointment. 




“I’m sorry. I felt worse than I’ve ever done yesterday, after taking that pill. I don’t want it again. I can’t.”




She walked out. 




“Wait!” called Eva. 




“No,” she heard Taylor say. “Stay here.”         







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








She found the duck pond. It was buried behind a thicket of bushes, their thorns sharp on her skin, red berries fat on their branches. It was a large pond and the ground around it looked like a faded Japanese garden, with violet climbing flowers draped over wooden trellises and solar lanterns at intervals round the edge of the water. She sat on a bench and watched the ducks on the bank. 




“Don’t you think they look ridiculous?” Taylor sat down next to her. He opened a plastic bag and threw a handful of breadcrumbs towards them. The ducks’ quacks became a babble as they speed-waddled over and pecked at the crumbs like they were the last ones on earth. “I mean, look at them.”




She had never taken the time to watch ducks before, but they did look ridiculous. “They don’t seem to care,” she said. 




“That’s what makes them beautiful. And I love the colour of their wings, that shiny green-black.” Taylor dropped some more crumbs around her feet and she found herself smiling at the ticklish feeling as they pecked at her boots. They looked up expectantly after the last crumb was gone, shuffling to be in the front row. He handed her the bag and she sprinkled some more for them. They sat for a while, in silence. 




Eventually she asked, “Why didn’t you tell them?”




“It was between you and me. Nothing to do with them.”




It was the first time she had shared something with anyone other than Eva. She found his gaze again, found herself drawn to the intensity of the connection and for the first time, she sat with it. It drowned out the darkness, the unworthiness, the self-deprecation, and she just was. It felt like a bridge from her island. She found herself overwhelmed by it, but lighter too.




“I’m sorry I disappointed you,” she said.




“Why would you think that?”




She shrugged. “Not taking the pill.”




“I can understand it,” he said. “After how you felt yesterday, I’m surprised you didn’t walk out first thing. What made you stay?” 




She studied the laces of her boots, feeling the heat rise in her cheeks.  “Dunno.” She dropped some more crumbs onto the ground and watched the ducks squabble for them. “I don’t want to be like this.”




“I know. Do you think it can change?”




“No.”




“You don’t think it’s possible?”




She shrugged. “Anything’s possible, I suppose.”




“So it is possible.” 




“Suppose so.”




Taylor pulled something from his pocket and opened his palm. The green pill sat innocently in the middle. Lifting it to eye level he said, “Sasha, I know what’s in this and I know how powerful its effect can be. And I know, beyond any doubt, that this will not make you feel sick, not this time.”




“How do you know it won’t?” 




“Like I said - I know what’s in it. It won’t happen again. But it will work.”




She studied him. He looked back and she saw no conflict between his words and his expression. He really believed it and in the way he looked at her, she felt like he believed something in her too. Like he could see something she couldn’t. At that moment, she did something she had never done before: she trusted him. It wasn’t just a lowering of suspicion, or a passive agreement to someone else’s idea, it was an active decision. It felt like stepping across a crevasse without looking down and without a guarantee about when, or even if, her foot would strike land again. But the feeling that it would somehow outweighed the fear that it wouldn’t. She took the pill from his palm. 




He produced a bottle of water from his pocket, opened it and held her eye as she swallowed the pill. Not in the way Lorenz had done; not hungrily. There was the connection again, like he was holding her hand while she tread water. Steady. Secure. Patient. She forgot about the pill.




The ducks pecked at her feet.  




“What do you like best about them?” he asked.




“I like their beaks. And their noises.”









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








After that they fed the ducks every morning, and every morning Taylor would find something around them and ask what she liked about it: the pond, the trees, the sky. Sometimes he would bring an ipod and earphones and pick out some music for her like the piano piece she heard in the first tests. They ran some more image tests in the sofa room, but still she struggled to connect with them. She only went back to the lab to have her bloods checked at the end of each day. There was no need to return for any other reason. Taylor had been right: the nausea left her alone, as did Lorenz . Sometimes Eva would join them by the pond, and Sasha felt an ease replace the tension between them. 




On the fifth day, Taylor handed her the pill while Eva fed the ducks. “It matches,” he said, nodding to her MoodMo, which glowed like a neon emerald. She stared at it. “And the good news is that the results of last night’s blood test show a genetic response.”




“It’s working?” Eva paused, and crumbs trickled out of her hand, poised motionless above the squabbling ducks.




“Seems to be,” said Taylor. He handed Sasha the earphones. “What’s your favourite music?” 









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








“That colour suits you,” said Claire as she cleaned the vein at Sasha’s elbow with an alcohol wipe. Sasha glanced at her blue MoodMo. “Do you feel any different?” asked Claire.




“Sometimes,” said Sasha. “It feels lighter. Like I’m not smothered as often.” 




Eva squeezed her free hand, her face warm with appreciation.




“How were the ducks today?” said Claire as she slid the needle through her skin.




The door burst open, making Claire jump and the needle bounce out of Sasha’s arm, blood oozing from the puncture wound. She pressed some cotton wool against it and glared behind her. 




Lorenz was approaching, thunder in his eyes. “Where’s Taylor?” he barked through the thin line of his mouth. 




Taylor came through from the sofa room. “Here. Why?”




Lorenz gathered himself, aware he now had an audience. “We need to talk. In private.”




“I think anything you have to say you can do so right here. We’re all in this together, remember? One big happy team.” Sasha caught Eva’s eye, registering the sarcasm in Taylor’s words. 




Lorenz snorted. “Fine. Have it your way. I didn’t want to do this in front of them, but it’s best they know. You, Taylor, are a liar and a cheat.” He turned to the twins, now bewildered and unsettled. Sasha’s MoodMo pulsed scarlet. “Those pills he’s been feeding you? They’re not the drug we developed.” He turned back to Taylor. “Today we got a bill from an obscure pharmaceutical company I’d never heard of. So I called them up. It turns out you placed the order for a batch of placebo pills with the same spec as our drug. You’ve been using a placebo, haven’t you?”




Sasha stared at Taylor, trying to process the events. 




“Do you want to know why?” said Taylor, his voice low, measured.




“Yes. I would like to know why you took a perfectly functional drug trail and fucked it up half way through with your cowboy tactics. How dare you? Tell us. Tell us why you lied to Sasha and ruined her chances of real lasting treatment.”




Sasha felt herself sinking, as if the hand had led her into deeper water only to let go. 




Taylor reached into his back pocket and pulled out a sheet of A4 paper. He smoothed it out on the desk. He took a fluorescent marker and highlighted a word on the page. “When Sasha had the reaction to the first dose you refused to budge. So I sent the drug for analysis. Turns out you’ve been using something you shouldn’t.” 




“What are you talking about?” said Eva.




Lorenz eyed the printout, then fixed Taylor with a defiant stare. “You know what we came through to get to where we are. You know the years of work that have gone into this. It was the only stabilizer that worked. What are we supposed to do? We have a potentially life changing treatment we could offer to millions of people. Do we just throw it away because of the potential of a few headaches?”




“This stabilizer has warnings attached, Lorenz. You know that.”




“It’s still approved.”




Taylor pushed the printout towards him. “Not at the doses you used.”




A fine sweat prickled onto Lorenz brow and his face was the colour of damp clay. Finally he blurted, “They were minor side effects!” 




“Wait,” said Eva. “Will it harm Sasha?” 




“No,” said Taylor. “The effects of one dose are short lived. But repeated doses? Possibly.” He turned to Lorenz. “Your active drug works, Lorenz. We know that. We have something that will help people, so why did you have to rush it? We would have found the right stabilizer without cutting corners.”




Lorenz was trembling with rage. He dug a pointed finger into Taylor’s chest. “You jeopardized Sasha’s chance of recovery.”




“Sasha made a recovery without the drug. Don’t you get it?” 




“You abused her trust.” Lorenz spat the words in Taylor’s face. “Do you know what that makes you?”




“Does it matter? This isn’t about me or you or your drug – this is about her recovering. You’re so far gone with this whole thing that you’ve forgotten the point of it all. Yeah, she did trust me, and maybe I did abuse it, but I wasn’t going to watch while you fill her up with something that made her sick. And I wasn’t going to dash her hopes of recovery. She did trust me and it got the result we all wanted.”         




“This proves nothing.”




“Face it, Lorenz. She switched on the happy gene. It worked. But it wasn’t you, or me or your drug that did it. It was that she bought into it. The only problem for us is that we can’t market that.”









.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 








The last of the customers, an elderly couple in matching winter coats, shuffled from the café. “See you next week,” called Sasha as they closed the door and waddled off in the way that old people do. The sea was quiet beyond the pier and the seagulls soared on the last of the sunlight. She turned to clear the counter behind her, stacking the plates ready for the next day. “We’ll need more tomatoes for tomorrow,” called Eva from the kitchen. 




“Any chance of a cup of coffee?” 




She turned. Taylor was standing at the doorway. “How are you?” he asked. 




She lowered her eyes and smiled, then raised her left arm, the disc on her wrist a violet glow. 
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We all know the Discworld as a fantasy creation of Terry Pratchett. The Discworld and its inhabitants behave like those on the Earth. However, the Discworld is flat and supported on the backs of four elephants propelled through space on the back of a giant turtle, the Great A’Tuin.




Pratchett describes the Discworld as existing at the edge of reality, a mixture of recognisable life (with a bit of humour) intermixed with magic. In our dimension this might put it just beyond the edge of the visible universe. With this in mind we can examine how the Discworld may work, particularly regarding the recycling of nutrients important to life, and how the differences between the Earth and Discworld are controlled by a dense magical metal called octiron and its chemical derivatives.






	In the Beginning


All planets have a beginning and an end.




Earth:




The Earth formed violently and rapidly from a rotating disc of gas and dust, which surrounded the early Sun. Accreting impacts from asteroids resulted in a large rotating spherical body where internal pressure and the decay of radioactive minerals resulted in the heating and formation of a core, mantle and crust.




Volcanoes erupted producing an atmosphere of mainly carbon dioxide and water vapour, the latter condensing to form oceans. Water may have been supplemented by icy comets coming from the outer Solar System within the first billion years or so.




Eventually, life evolved. For the first 3 ½ billion years, bacteria thrived in the oceans, some using photosynthesis to produce oxygen which was poisonous to other bacteria. Other microbes then found a way to utilise the oxygen and multi-cellular life came into existence leading to  mammals and, ultimately, us.




Discworld:




The Discworld surface has an Earth like biosphere of plants and animals. Therefore there must be parallels with biospheres found on Earth.




The Discworld was born from an egg watched over by the mother of the Great A’Tuin. When born, the baby sky turtles are barely bigger than an asteroid with four elephant calves on their backs supporting a discworld covered with smoke and volcanoes (1).




The Discworld volcanoes would release gases from the interior just like the early Earth with the water vapour condensing to form oceans. We also know that the Great A’Tuin and the eggs were pock marked by meteorites and comets, so water could have come from other icy discworld comets. Thus, assuming a similar chemistry, it is likely that life evolved in a similar manner to that on Earth.






	Compositional Differences


Earth:




The Earth is a spheroid because rocky planets assume a spherical shape when they are more than 400 km in diameter. The Earth contains a thin crust over a layer of rock which has a solid core mainly of iron and nickel with a liquid outer core of iron, nickel and sulphur or oxygen. The differential rotation in the liquid between the solid core and solid rock produces a strong magnetic field. The rocky layer slowly convects, like a simmering pot on a stove, bringing heat from the core to the surface. Over time volcanism has produced a thin outer crust of moving plates of basalt rocks forming the ocean floor and continents mainly formed of granite.




Discworld:




Unlike the Earth the Discworld does not have a spherical shape, which it should for its size, so its disc shape must be maintained by its magical field. It contains a range of life forms, including the Great A’Tuin (Chelys galactica). According to the wizards of The Unseen University Chelys galactica is composed of chelonium (2).




Clearly the Great A’Tuin, swimming in space, is not a carbon based life form requiring oxygen. Silicon can produce a variety of chain like chemical structures similar to carbon but requires higher temperatures to operate and the structural changes cannot proceed as quickly (if in doubt ask a troll). The Great A’Tuin moves slowly in comparison to life on the Discworld so she, or he, or it, may behave similar to a silicate life form. Chelonium may be similar to silicon in the Discworld dimension but is more likely a blanket term for the observed properties since any life form would not be composed of just one element.




The elephants contain bones of rock and iron and nerves of gold (3), (Fifth Elephant Introduction), probably including some alloy of octiron in addition to chelonium and elephantigen and must be strong enough for the elephants to support the Discworld. To prevent the disc from sagging, the elephants shuffle the Discworld around on their backs, thus exercising their back muscles, aiding circulation, and ensuring an 800 day Discworld rotation (4).







	Surface Formation and Processes


The Earth and Discworld both have mountain ranges that on the surface appear to be the same. 




The surface of the Discworld contains terrestrial rocks so we can assume similar crustal producing processes to the Earth, at least in its early history. Evidence for impacts from asteroids is maintained by the legend of a billion ton elephant crashing into the Discworld. Large impacts might have produced volcanic activity, earthquakes and mountains. On Earth, there are areas of sediment (sands, silt and clay) deposition near mountains, formed by the erosion of the mountains, which include large amounts of buried vegetation which can eventually form oil and gas. On the Discworld, similar processes might have produced coal and treacle deposits from former sugar cane forests (5).




Plate tectonics, the movement of crustal plates, produces mountains via collisions of continents on Earth, e.g. the Himalayas, do not exist on the Discworld. Before the theory of plate tectonics was established there were other ideas used to explain mountain building. One theory suggested that as the Earth cooled and contracted, so ocean basins would have been crumpled into mountains. 




Alternatively, it has been suggested that mountains on Venus are formed by the crumpling of a very thin crust as hot rock beneath bubbles up and subsides like boiling jam. This process could also operate on the Discworld since it has a hot octiron core and a thin disc-shaped crust. Whatever method, concentrations of deeply formed rocks and minerals would form and be available to be mined by the dwarfs.




Also the original surface of the Discworld would not be initially smooth since it was subject to a lot of volcanic activity in its early formation and was known to be bombarded by asteroids (6).







	Density and Gravity


Comparing the two planets in terms of density and gravity leads to some interesting discoveries.




The Discworld is roughly 17 000 km (10 000 miles) wide (7) giving it a surface area of just less than half the area of the Earth. The mountains are concentrated in the central hub. The main mountain is the 15 km high Cori Celesti which is the origin of its magnetic and magical field, in the same way that magnetic north is the principle point on Earth. Gravity appears to be the same on the Discworld as on the Earth so the Discworld should have a similar mass.




The area of the upper surface area of the Discworld is about 2 ½ billion square kilometres and assuming an average thickness of 5 000 km, would give a disc volume of about 1.2 million, million cubic metres. The total mass must also include the mass of the four elephants and Great A’Tuin. Assuming each elephant has three quarters the volume of the disc and the Great A’Tuin a volume of about 10 discs, an octiron dominated liquid outer core (8), a solid inner core (like the Earth) but with some chelonium and elephantigen, could sit between the elephants and would be suspended between the turtle’s shell and the disc, surrounded by high pressure octiron gas, probably equal to 3 discs in volume, making a total volume of the Discworld of 20 million, million cubic metres. Assuming rock occupies 30% and gold 15% of the volume (the Counterweight continent is rich in gold) the remainder is dominated by octiron.




The gravity on the Discworld appears to be the same as ours which suggests a similar mass to the Earth. This suggests an octiron density of 540 million tons per cubic metre. This requires an inconceivably high density atomic structure and although it may exist in a Discworld universe could certainly could not exist in ours (9). However, it is possible that gravity on the Discworld is produced by a different method, possibly some form of magical “dark matter”, postulated as the force that holds galaxies together, so the density of octiron might be much less but still likely to be much higher than gold, one of the densest natural elements on Earth.




Thus it is likely that the centre of gravity lies within the core and Great A’Tuin. Therefore should the Great A’Tuin gently roll to avoid another star or large predator planet he, she, or it, would do so slowly and there would be no problem for the inhabitants in the same way orbital movements and rotation do not effect the Earth’s biospheres.







	Sources of External Energy


The Earth is situated at a distance from the Sun within the “Goldilocks Zone”; a distance not too hot or not too cold where water can exist on the Earth’s surface. Discworld has a Goldilocks Zone all of its own.




The Discworld’s Sun is a small disc which revolves around the Discworld in a complicated multi-plane orbit, involving one of the elephants having to cock its leg to allow passage (10). Since the Sun is closer to the disc rim, temperatures are warmer there and the vegetation tropical. The Earth needs a massive, concentrated ball of gas (the Sun) to start the nuclear processes that radiate energy to it. The Discworld sun is made from octiron which radiates sufficient energy to achieve the same result.




The Discworld has a disc moon with one half burnt black by the sun, a new moon when the dark side faces the disc and full moon when the light side (it produces it own light) is visible (11). This moon revolves around the Discworld in one month. It is not in synchronous rotation like the Earth’s Moon, but must revolve on its axis twice per orbit. The phases evolve into an eclipse getting thinner until it disappears and then forms a dark new moon. Alternatively its rotation around the sun may be only half a month by revolving on its axis half way for each revolution, thus giving an impression of a lunar cycle every month. The lunar biosphere would be unaffected.







	Octiron; Radioactive Decay and Products


Radioactive decay is essential to the structure and viability of Earth but the Discworld is even more dependent on octiron. 




Octiron must experience radioactive decay, like the decay of uranium to lead, over a long period of time. Various short lived particles are described in the Science of the Discworld (1999) when Roundworld is being created, so the Wizards have some knowledge of the decay process producing daughter isotopes. This radioactive process also produces heat which could warm the interior of the disc in the same way as it does in the interior of the Earth. 




Octarine as a gas in the atmosphere is probably a daughter product from the breakdown of octiron, as are the particles found in the ground in places. In a simple model octiron alpha may form particles and octiron beta, gas but there are probably other decay products with various half lives (the time taken for half of that element to decay) involved. Magical sub-atomic elementary particles exist, such as thaum, which is also the unit of magical energy (12). The core may contain a shell of these daughter isotopes that form concentric spheres around each other according to pressure and temperature difference, like the helium, carbon and iron shells found in mature stars before they explode. 




There is probably an additional group in the Discworld’s periodic table  which contains this poorly understood series of related magical elements.







	Magical Field


If the Earth has one, it is very weak. 




On the Discworld this force is stronger than the magnetic or its gravitational field, and radiates from Cori Celesti. It creates the Discworld’s equivalent of the aurora borealis (produced by the Discworld’s magical field, rather than by magnetism) and known as the “aurora coriolis” (13). It can bend light and overcome the gravitational force that would pull the planet into a spheroid, i.e., a magic warp in reality similar to gravity warping space-time (14). Particles of octiron are rare on the Discworld, except on the Counterweight continent where sapient pearwood grows. Compasses contain a needle of octiron, which always points towards Cori Celesti (15).




The atmospheric form of octiron forms the light of the eighth colour of the Discworld’s rainbow, only seen by wizards. Controlled by a strong magical field, together with the magnetic field, it channels atmospheric particles and other material that goes over the edge of the disc and must be returned back under the Discworld between the legs of the elephants towards the core. 
sure by octiron radioactive decay and by expiations from the backsides of the four elephants. The alloys of chelonium and elephantigen are probably radiogenic biproducts and infused into the rocks at the base of the disc above. The hot fluids will then rise upwards. Nearer the surface they cool and form atmospheric octiron particles. These are expelled at Cori Celesti, and similar peaks, resulting in a rain of octiron on the flanks of Cori Celesti, like the chimneys of black smokers around hydrothermal vents on Earth, and may explain why the Gods reside there.




If this did not happen, the material falling over the edge of the Discworld would be lost and the Discworld would run out within a few years. The same process happens on Earth but here important elements sink to the ocean floor and as the ocean floor is subducted under the continents the materials are recycled via volcanic eruptions, e.g., the Andes.




Rotation between the Discworld (by the elephants), solid core and turtle generates the magnetic field like the convecting dynamo in the Earth’s core. Rather than compass directions used on Earth Turnwise is used to describe movement in the direction of rotation of the Disc and Widdershins is the opposite direction.




Light is affected by the magical field, as it passes into the disc’s atmosphere. It slows down from millions to hundreds of miles an hour necessitating the need for time zones on the disc (16) and resulting in the anomalies experienced on Fourecks (17).
At the core, the returning material is heated to high temperatures under high pressure by octiron radioactive decay and by expiations from the backsides of the four elephants. The alloys of chelonium and elephantigen are probably radiogenic biproducts and infused into the rocks at the base of the disc above. The hot fluids will then rise upwards. Nearer the surface they cool and form atmospheric octiron particles. These are expelled at Cori Celesti, and similar peaks, resulting in a rain of octiron on the flanks of Cori Celesti, like the chimneys of black smokers around hydrothermal vents on Earth, and may explain why the Gods reside there.




If this did not happen, the material falling over the edge of the Discworld would be lost and the Discworld would run out within a few years. The same process happens on Earth but here important elements sink to the ocean floor and as the ocean floor is subducted under the continents the materials are recycled via volcanic eruptions, e.g., the Andes.




Rotation between the Discworld (by the elephants), solid core and turtle generates the magnetic field like the convecting dynamo in the Earth’s core. Rather than compass directions used on Earth Turnwise is used to describe movement in the direction of rotation of the Disc and Widdershins is the opposite direction.




Light is affected by the magical field, as it passes into the disc’s atmosphere. It slows down from millions to hundreds of miles an hour necessitating the need for time zones on the disc (16) and resulting in the anomalies experienced on Fourecks (17).






	Food for the Great A’Tuin and the Elephants
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View Picture Online




So what does the Great A’Tuin live on? We know it is pock marked by craters so space is not empty and the Great A’Tuin, probably cold blooded like its Earth counterparts, could survive on the occasional passing comet or asteroid, which may contain small amounts of chelonium and elephantigen.




The elephants have a bigger problem. On Earth their carbon based counterparts are warm blooded so will need about ten times the amount of calories compared to a cold blooded equivalent. The elephants of the Discworld, being mainly silicate and metal, may require less food but are responsible for revolving the Discworld and require more energy than the Great A’Tuin. They may metabolise the odd comet which they can catch with their trunks, probably excreting elephantigen and chelonium. If the story of the Fifth Elephant is true then they also contain a high quality organic fat layer. Since fish, animals, vegetation, the occasional rock, and even Rincewind and Twoflower fall off the edge of the Discworld, it is possible that the elephants use their trunks to scavenge the waterfall for food, including the occasional ship. The problem is whether the rim fence constructed by the Krullians is reducing their food supply threatening the elephants and the future Discworld environment.




The resulting elephant excretions directed towards the core would assist in the recycling of carbon and other important life requiring elements.




Particles of elephant excreta which escape from the gravitational pull of the Discworld could go into orbit forming the tiny planets orbiting the Discworld (18).







	Age of the Discworld


The Discworld time-line of recorded history (19) gives the earliest historical record as 7,015 years ago.




The Earth’s recorded history is slightly less but the rocks in the physical landscape record a much older age.




On the Discworld, impact, volcanic and mountain building suggests a landscape no more than 50 to 100 million years old. Life took longer to get established on Earth than this, so this date may reflect the last major catastrophic mountain forming event on the Discworld, allowing the emergence of new species after each event, but since octiron is available to quicken evolution, a Discworld with an older age is not essential.




On the Earth radioactive element decay has been used to help establish the age of the Earth as 4.56 billion years old. If the wizards were more scientifically minded they might use the octiron radioactive decay series to establish an exact age for the Discworld. Now HEX exists, it could be used to assist these investigations.







	Maintaining an Atmosphere and Circulation


Both planets support oxygen dependent life forms who need a temperate climate.




On Earth, certain bacteria, and later plants, produced oxygen from the early carbon dioxide rich atmosphere and upon death were rapidly buried forming coal, oil and limestone, trapping the carbon, facilitating accumulating atmospheric oxygen to be utilised by other organisms. Water vapour was broken apart by solar radiation and the oxygen combined to form other molecules, the hydrogen being lost into space.




The temperature extremes between the poles and equator are reduced by atmospheric circulation, modified by the Earth’s rotation. If there was no atmosphere the poles would be much colder and the equator hotter.




On the Discworld, warm air expelled at the main vents in the hub, including Cori Celesti, will cool and flow down the mountains. Since the disc moves at a faster rate away from the hub the land will move progressively faster than the air and the air masses will appear to move backwards. The rim lands are warmer and the rising air draws in cooler air from the hub, which then circulates Hubwards or cool and drop off the edge. This heat transfer incorporates humid air, evaporating from the oceans, forming weather fronts, breaking up into topographically produced eddies, producing local storms (20).




Specific bacteria may have also been responsible for producing oxygen on the Discworld. In the weird magical environment of its early history superbacteria may have been responsible and, clearly, there is plenty of vegetation to produce oxygen. Since on Earth plate tectonics resulted in the habitats of oxygen producing bacteria being rapidly buried it is likely that the oxygen producing superbacteria of the Discworld lived underground, the oxygen just floating to the surface and the little organisms remained buried.    




On the Discworld, the atmosphere containing gases important for life, water, sulphur, carbon, oxygen, etc. must be recycled or be quickly depleted. On Earth nonphotosynthetic food chains exist around hydrothermal vents using chemical energy. It would be logical for a series of micro-environments to exist on the underside of the Discworld, at different distances from the rim. These could form an important part of the chemical recycling from the waterfall edges of the rim, towards the core and then back to the surface. Extremophile bacteria on Earth thrive on extreme temperatures, pressures and degrees of radiation so, with a small measure of octiron, it is likely that a whole biosphere exists waiting to be investigated by the Unseen University.







	Maintaining an Ocean and its Circulation


Water drives the weather systems and is essential for life on both planets.




On the Discworld, water continually spills over the edge and oceans would empty in about 5 hours, assuming a discharge rate of 2 million cubic metres a second. Recycling could be maintained if the now vaporised water is channelled towards the core, under the disc, by strong magnetic, magical fields, gravity and subterranean biospheres. Water absorbed beneath the hub possibly absorbed by other minerals as happens in the interior of the Earth, would migrate upwards erupting as superheated steam in the Hublands and Ramtops; mountains where storms are frequent. However, the volume of water that must be recycled suggests that water must also come to the surfaces via other pathways either directly into the ocean via fissures or as high temperature mineral waters (healing spas) yet to be discovered, thus preventing the force of a central fountain producing a spray of water like a jet engine, above the
atmosphere, which would be permanently lost.




Ocean currents, like on Earth, would carry nutrients within all parts of the ocean allowing animal food chains to exist. Movement hubward to cooler ocean areas would form large circulations of water around landmasses. Similarly this would result in nutrients from dead organisms being recycled throughout the oceans though somewhat modified by the unusual seasons on the Discworld. Complex tides would also be produced, as on Earth, due to the small, but heavy, octiron sun and moon and their orientation to each other.







	Evolution


Legends on the Discworld tell of previous extinctions (Fifth Elephant and Science of the Discworld) involving earlier lifeforms such as mammoths, giant shrews and bison. Ice ages, caused by the Ice Giants, and natural disasters may have been partly responsible. On Earth there have been five periods of mass extinction when over 80% or more of all life became extinct, the extinction of the dinosaurs is attributed to one such event, and are related to enhanced volcanic activity or meteorite impacts. 





The legend of an elephant crashing into the Discworld could be a Discworld equivalent. 





Large impacts on Earth leave large craters, not found on the Discworld but the poor elephant (or asteroid) may well have broken up as it came through the atmosphere, scattering the fragments leaving small craters now eroded away but marked by areas of elephant mineral concentrations. Most of the elephant’s organic material would have been vaporised by the impact but sufficient has remained to form the fat bearing strata on the Schmaltzberg Region.  Some dwarfs have suggested that it was a similar impact, associated with the same legend, that might have produced the treacle deposits formally worked beneath Ankh-Morpork rather than the burial of sugar cane. (5). The Discworld, like ours, is full of legends to explain natural events.




The survivors, tainted by the release of vaporised octiron, would have evolved rapidly into any number of weird lifeforms to take up the now newly available living space. This process is likely to have been repeated many times in the past and we are only looking at the present crop of Darwinian influenced occupiers modified by the God of Evolution (21). It is possible that some microscopic and magically influenced molecular life building blocks may even have been brought to the Discworld by comets and meteorites in the past, ejected from now extinct discworlds, similar to carbonaceous material brought to Earth by meteorites.




Some Discworld areas devastated by previous magical wars result in peculiar evolution amongst local lifeforms. If you can turn a librarian into an ape it is clear that evolution can work backwards as well as forwards. The wizards debate the magical energy required in terms of the Morphic Bounce Hypothesis but it is not the purpose here to deal with the various theories of evolution. There are Gods who can do that. The aim is merely to show that the Discworld as a planet is workable and forms an important part in the maintaining of life on the surface of the disc.




One intriguing question would be how life, since it all seems to have started from the same stuff, evolved on other Discworlds?




This leads to the big question. 







	When and how will the Discworld die?


The Earth will die because:-




	Internal cooling as radioactive elements decay would result in the decline of plate tectonics and volcanism so recycling of important elements essential to life, e.g., carbon, nitrogen, phosphorous, etc., would cease. Plants would die, oxygen production would cease, animals would die and the Earth would become like Mars.



	The Sun is getting hotter and in about 5 billion years will expand and become a red giant. Radiation will kill all remaining life, oceans will boil away, and the Earth will be destroyed.






On the Discworld the Great A’Tuin could swim out of the way of red giants but if Great A’Tuin dies (as A’Tuin must since there is a beginning, so there must be an end) and the Discworld is pulled into a large star, the effect would be the same.




An elephants’ death would disrupt the recycling of nutrients and water. If one keeled over slowly it may not be noticed by the inhabitants since gravity remains unchanged but there would certainly be a few earthquakes! Rotation would stop and the magnetic and magical fields would be disrupted. The scientists of Krull might eventually realize that their only hope would be to build large space ships and drop off the edge in the hope of drifting to new discworlds.




The really big question is when will it happen?






	Notes and References


	Rincewind sees, and helps, this process at the end of The Light Fantastic.


	They do tests to look for it in Roundworld in The Science of Discworld .


	The description is given in the Fifth Elephant.


	The rotation of the Discworld is 800 days but contains 2 x four seasons. (Ref: http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Discworld_(world)#encyclopedia


	See Reaper Man (1987), The Fifth Elephant (1999) and Night Watch (2002) and remembered in the name of Treacle Mine Road, Ankh-Morpork


	See The Light Fantastic.


	Hub Pages http://hubpages.com/hub/Some-facts-about-Terry-Pratchett-and-his-Discworld-Book-Series


	Ref: http://wiki.lspace.org/wiki/Octiron)


	See Science of the Discworld (1999), ch. 8 We are Stardust. Heavy elements with nuclei of 114 protons have been made on in the laboratory on Earth and it is likely that magical heavier elements may have some stability in the Discworld Universe.


	Ref: http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Discworld_(world)#encyclopedia)


	Ref: http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Discworld_(world)#encyclopedia http://www.discworld.info/discworld-facts/greatatuin-2.html .


	Ref: http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Discworld_(world)#encyclopedia. Also see The Science of The Discworld (1999), the thaum is the basic particle of magic.


	Ref: http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Discworld_(world)#encyclopedia.


	Ref: http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Discworld_(world)#encyclopedia


	Ref: http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Discworld_(world)#encyclopedia


	See Witches Abroad and the difference in time between the Ramtops and Genua. Also Ref: Discworld informer http://www.discworld.info/discworld-facts/discworldmagic.html. and ref: http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Discworld_(world)#encyclopedia


	The continent of Fourecks is in a time warp, having been made last, with its own peculiar evolution.


	Discworld informer, A’Tuin is also orbited by a number of small planets madefrom the droppings of the elephants by giant dung beetles. 


	The L-Space web; Discworld Timeline http://www.lspace.org/books/timeline/dwtimeline.html


	Feet of Clay (1996) mentions that the weather systems turn gently against the flow of the continents. Although the upper atmosphere would move faster towards the rim, like the Jet Stream on Earth, near the ground the air masses are slowed by friction.


	The Last Continent (1998) where the wizards meet the God of Evolution, who sticks bits together to see what will work.
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Previously: L’Shoy becomes the only singer, taking on the responsibility the whole village, and leaves her parents home.  But not before she steals one wonderful union with Talisher.





Henrik uses his renewed health to work all night, but the  fruits of his labours are not only the strange, unusual looking everyday items.  The apprentice Aronek follows Henrik into the woods. What he sees there shakes him to the core and he runs for the safety of the village…



















The Song Giveth…
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by Harold Gross







Four



The bitter wind and cold tore at Aronek’s lungs as he ran down the winding path that led from the woods to the edge of the village. He’d been running from the Smith and his demon friends for what felt like hours, though he knew it to be no more than minutes. Knives of pain filled his chest and his fingers felt like mere stumps of flesh at the end of his hands, which were themselves beginning to feel like sacks full of grain at the end of his arms. He was so near that he smelled the smoke from the heating and cooking fires, but the sound still chased him. He would have expected the power of righteousness to hold sway and turn the Evil away, but still it came. Ahead of him, shouts filled the square past Pastor Geeley’s home. He stopped with a skidding terror … music was spilling forth from before him as well, trapping him. 







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






As the andirons began to glow from the heat of the fire, Pastor Greeley smiled. The smith’s work was indeed soothing and pleasant on the eye without any affront he could interpret. He threw another log onto the blaze to fight back the cold drafts from the gaps around the windows and door. If this was the beginning of winter’s bite, the rest would be something to fear indeed. He wandered back to his study to retrieve his holy tome so he could read it before the warming mantel. As his fingers closed on the well-loved leather cover, a strange hum filled the hall behind him. It wasn’t the mindless drone of the wind, but something more structured and purposeful that pulled at his thoughts. Evil had entered his house. He rushed back to his front room, holding the tome before him as a shield.




The room was empty with only the dancing shadows from the fire painting the walls. But the hum increased, becoming individual tones from behind him now. The Pastor whirled about and looked back down the hall fearing Evil had somehow gotten behind him, but there was nothing. A quick glance at the steps told him he was not in danger from that direction either, and yet the sound increased.




Looking back toward the fire, Pastor Greeley could see the blaze had taken on a bluish tone and that the glass in the andirons was glowing. Not just glowing, vibrating. The Evil was in the andirons! He began to recite a prayer and ran for his kitchen. Grabbing a bucket of water left from cleaning the floor, he ran back to douse the fire and, he hoped, the Evil; fire had brought it in, perhaps water could vanquish it. Even as he ran back he heard more cries from outside. Who else had Henrik cursed with his metal? How could Henrik do this to his village and family? First, he had to destroy the Evil in front of him before going to help others. As the water hit the andirons, the glass shattered with an audible pop and the music stopped. Thick smoke poured into his house, overwhelming the chimney, and following in the pastor’s wake as he ran to the aid of others.







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






Ranther and Karana woke to Tryan’s hysterical cries. They ran out to the main area to find him pointing at the window and screaming. Between his gasps of terror they too could hear the Evil beating at the shutters with the wind. Ranther grabbed the fire poker and dashed to the door before his wife could stop him. Without shoes, and only his nightshirt to keep him warm, he went outside to protect his family. 




The air bit at his legs and ran up his nightshirt, instantly freezing his skin. His feet pounded on the compacted earth as he ran to the side of the house. He heard cries from others in the village, but his family had to be helped first. As he came around the corner, he was prepared for anything but what he saw: nothing. Only bare dirt and the shuttered window greeted him. The sound of Evil was still there but he could not see it, could not attack it. He continued on to the back of the house but the sound was now behind him. He whirled. The way was still empty. Then he saw the glowing lattice of metal and glass that were his brother-in-law’s shutters. As the wind increased so did the glow. He charged the shutters and smashed the glowing glass, silencing the hideous music.







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






When the music ahead of Aronek stopped, the shouting and terror did not. He found his legs to escape the music which was closing in behind him; the Evil before him had, at least for the moment, abated. He broke back into a run toward the Pastor’s house. As he approached, the Pastor himself came tearing out at full tilt with a wild expression on his face, holy tome in hand and empty bucket in the other, and smoke trailing behind him. He examined Aronek briefly, seemed satisfied that he was unharmed, and continued past him into the village centre, throwing down the bucket on the way. Aronek trailed after him, all the time Evil prickling at the nape of his neck.




Out of breath, they came upon Ranther who was standing in the midst of shattered glass and battering the gates on his shutters as if his life depended on it, though they didn’t appear as any threat. The only sound from the house was the wailing of Tryan and his mother trying to comfort him. Through the fractured shutters, Aronek could see the Tryan’s brother and sisters cuddled up in their bed, cowering from the confusion that had gripped their home. Around them, other houses in the village were awakening with cries as hinges, pokers and other implements all seemed to be singing out to bring down the Great Shadow himself upon the village.




The Pastor turned in several directions before stopping and beginning a breathy prayer which Aronek, hearing the exhortation, joined. The prayer was comforting, familiar. But now that he was no longer moving, the cold began to eat into his soaked clothes. Soon his teeth were chattering louder than the words he was trying to speak. Ranther had stopped chopping at his house and, ignoring the cuts upon his feet, added his voice to the entreaties. Soon others joined them, trying to banish the Evil that had come into their midst. Before long a good portion of the village was outside in the bitter wind praying together.




A single trill of Evil began to rise above the prayer from the woods. It tempted and warmed the townsfolk, but they renewed their prayer in defiance. The song did not change. 




From the direction of the woods, the Smith walked toward them singing. His arms were open and his face feverish. The Pastor lifted the holy tome before him, trying to hold the demon in the Smith’s shape before him at bay. The Smith continued to advance and sing. Around him, his fellow villagers raised sticks, shovels, and brooms, praying all the louder to lend strength to the Pastor. But the Smith continued to move forward, Evil pulsing from his mouth like a noxious cloud. 




Aronek suddenly found himself on the ground, voice silenced by shock, and his side sore where Ranther had elbowed him to break past the crowd. He watched as, with a cry, Ranther brought the poker down on the back of the Smith’s neck. The Smith blinked, song faltering and then changing to something new. Before the voice of Evil could do more damage, Ranther brought down the poker again and again until the Evil voice was silenced. The Smith slumped to the ground with a muffled thud, bloodied and unconscious. The look of terror and fear in Ranther’s eyes froze Aronek. Around him, the rest of the village allowed their prayers to go silent as well. The only discernable sound for a moment around them was the wind, which suddenly seemed loud in the dying of the chaos. 







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






The day was dry and hot, though it wasn’t the season for such weather. There would be little to eat later this year as winter gripped the land despite the heroic efforts of the entire village. L’Shoy had watched as they carried water from the thickening river. In the last few weeks they had to carry wet silt and mud, the flow had diminished so much. Still the Elders refused her offers to Sing. She continued to practice and prepare, and dream. The time would come when they would not have a choice. Whether or not the next apprentice was found, she would have to risk herself if her village was to survive. 




From her vantage she could barely make out who was who in the long line of bucket carriers. One stood out for her though: Talisher. It wasn’t his face or hair, both of which were covered by cloth to keep the ever-present dust from his lungs and scalp. It was the armband he wore; the hem of her nightgown she had worn the one and only time they had been together. She watched his movements as he filled the buckets he was handed and passed them back up the line. The sight of him made her want to dance and sing, and taste his flesh again, as she had that once. She forced herself to look away. If she could not be impartial, if she could not be focused, the whole village could suffer.




Above the Mountains of the Rising Sun, dark clouds hung. They had taunted the village for days. Light flashed and thunder rolled, the Sky and Earth at war with one another and ignoring the needs of those who lived between. L’Shoy did not want to feel anger, but she did. The Sky had forsaken her, just as A’Shern had before. The Earth was not yielding up enough food despite all the efforts of her people. But she did not dare give her thoughts notes. To do so would be to court disaster. More thunder rumbled at the very limit of her hearing as it crossed their valley on its way to the other ends of the world.




She turned back to watch the bucket line for a moment longer before realizing that the rumbling was growing louder, not dissipating as thunder should. She looked back at the gap where the river entered the valley. A wall of water and mud was hurtling toward those below. No one else in the village had yet seen the danger, and there was no time to warn them. 




L’Shoy began to Sing. How could the Earth and Sky lose track of their fight so much that they would allow her village to be wiped out as a result of their squabble? Loudly and with sharp rebuke for both Earth and Sky she gave her feelings and fear voice. She allowed anger to fill the notes. High notes followed low, gravelly pitches in a cascade of entreaty, anger, and fear in a quick staccato. As the wall of water neared the village those in the river bed looked up in terror. They tried to get out of the path, but there was no time and the unstable ground made progress slow.




Moments before the roiling mass of water and earth would have crashed upon them, the dangerous sludge veered away and out of its natural course to the far side of the bank from the fields before rejoining the bed again further down. The diverted river flew past, carrying large rocks and shrubs, while the villagers ran for the safety of the higher fields. As soon as the last person was clear, the river returned to its bed and slowly diminished its fury as the flash-flood lessened in intensity. Behind it, the flow was slightly increased from earlier in the morning, but not by much. Still, those with buckets ran back and quickly began to fill and carry again before the water sank below the mud once more.




L’Shoy’s voice was ragged as she ended with an appreciation to Earth and Sky for sparing her village and hearing her Song. Finished, she sank to the ground and began to weep from the effort and the joy of succeeding. She was still weeping when Talisher helped her to her feet and back to her cottage to rest. 




During the walk back they did not look at each other. L’Shoy felt the heat of Talisher near her and could smell the sweet scent of his body, but it did not seem as intoxicating nor as important as before. 







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






“L’Shoy, that was dangerous. You were very lucky.” Elder Chorin sat across from her in her living area. 




“Elder, it was not just luck.”




Chorin sat up a little straighter listening to her, though he kept his face clear of any shock.




“I am Singer now. I may not have the years that A’Shern had, nor the training I would have liked, but I am able to accomplish more than I think you give me credit for.” Even L’Shoy was surprised by her demeanour. Only weeks before she would have been horrified to think that she would treat an Elder as an equal, or even less than an equal. The morning’s success had emboldened her more than she thought. A’Shern had always insisted that confidence was as important as ability; she was beginning to understand why.




“I do not diminish your abilities by trying to protect both you and the village. I do not even dispute that this morning was necessary. It has been a hard season and the loss of so many would destroy the heart of the village. But you should not ignore the fact that we do not have a replacement for you should you be lost. You should not forget that the Sky and Earth have not listened to any Song for a long time.”




“They listened this morning,” L’Shoy quickly shot back at Chorin.




“Indeed.” 




L’Shoy saw Chorin’s eyes hardened slightly, but there was a hint of respect in there as well and she intended to take advantage of that. “Elder,” L’Shoy began, easing the conversation back to something more comfortable, “We both agree I did not have a choice this morning. I saw the danger and I reacted. If I had stopped to debate, many would have died or been injured. Instead, we had the chance to take the water while it was there. I would not have attempted so powerful a Song without discussing it with you first in other circumstances.”




Chorin thought for a moment and then nodded, “Very well. We understand each other and, I think, you understand the responsibility.”




“I do. And, given what I accomplished this morning, I think we should consider an entreaty to the Sky again.”




“Are you so eager to lose your soul, L’Shoy?” Chorin’s pain was evident in the topography of wrinkles in his face.




Hours before, Talisher had helped her to bed and brought her tea and bread before she fell asleep. He had helped her undress without once trying to take advantage of the situation or attempting to stay. But, even exhausted, she could feel the strain it cost him. It had made her slightly impatient, which surprised her. She felt compassion for him, but she had found a measure of peace, hadn’t she? When did she? She couldn’t remember when it had stopped hurting so much, but there was no denying that it was no longer painful for her to be so close to him. Was this what it was to be lost?




“I am not eager to be lost,” L’Shoy finally answered, putting thoughts of Talisher aside, “but I am eager to help. I’ve watched my family and friends exhaust themselves carrying bucket after bucket of water to the fields while I am allowed to do nothing. I am not a fool, even I can see that we are not going to have enough food for the cold season if this continues. We still have time to replant for a second harvest. If you wait too long to ask, it will not matter whether I succeed or not. Today the Sky and Earth listened. Maybe they would again.”




Chorin paused only a moment. It was obvious he had already considered the issue and come to the same conclusion. “You are right. However, I will not ask you to Sing yet. Let me speak with the other Elders. And you should think more about what you offer, L’Shoy. I would rather not lose another Singer again so soon. Especially one with so much ahead of her.”




Chorin stood and left without additional comment. L’Shoy knew she was right about their situation. She also knew that the risk was much greater than she was admitting to herself. For weeks she had been playing the Song in her head that A’Shern had tried. She had continued to refine it so that it was more a personal appeal, as was this morning’s. A’Shern’s Song petitioned with logic, which was often the best approach with forces that had little time or patience for short-lived creatures; whose travails mere moments in their longer existence. L’Shoy was never much good at Songs that were mere arguments. She could Sing them but she could not make them live as A’Shern could. Perhaps he had been too lost to make it personal anymore. It was not hard to plead when village, family, and the one you love were at stake. But, as she revisited her thoughts of Talisher this morning, she realized she had indeed poked a hole in her soul. She could not locate it or fully appreciate it, but even she noticed that the sand painting on her wall drew less of a smile for her this afternoon than it had even this morning, that the smell of the cook fires made her pine for her parents just a little less. She was starting down the path that A’Shern had already travelled, that every Singer travelled. It was the life they were born to and, once called, not one that they could avoid.







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






Chorin stepped forward from the circle of Elders and handed L’Shoy a blanket for her to kneel upon while she Sang. “It is time,” he said. 




The blanket was light, but tightly woven in the bright yellow and chalky red colours of her village. Such gifts were rare. The few that existed were usually handed down through families, not presented as gifts. L’Shoy took it with appropriate humility and awe. She turned away to look up at the cloudless evening. The Sky awaited, though it did not know that yet. L’Shoy would have to make it pay attention, and then to care. Attracting attention was never that difficult, but imparting empathy was not as easy.




L’Shoy walked quietly back to her cottage, preparing herself by feeling the rhythm of her feet. The village was quiet as the sun began to set. Most people were home, resting from their daily efforts at the river and in the fields. From a few homes, she could hear hushed wishes of strength and success for her drifting out the open windows. She nodded to those few who watched her pass. They all knew what she would attempt come morning. The Elders had spoken with many to gauge the risk they were willing to take. It may be the Singer’s responsibility, but failure would certainly affect everyone. But the events of the flood had raised their confidence, and their desperation; time was short for a second planting.




Talisher was waiting in her practice room on the far bench when she entered. Her mind jumped out of its contemplative space. For a moment she felt annoyance at the distraction, but his eyes were full of light and pain. No, not light, tears. Though his face was passive, his eyes brimmed with water as he stared at her. When she made no effort to go to him, he stood and walked to her.




“I know you have to do this, L’Shoy. I understand and I know I shouldn’t be here to distract you now, but I wanted… " his voice hitched a moment as his eyes once more overflowed, “I just wanted to offer you what strength of mine you could take.” He leaned in and kissed her forehead, a single tear falling and tracing down her brow. 




L’Shoy didn’t react, but carefully wiped the tear away before it passed her cheek. She wanted to comfort Talisher as she would any villager, but she didn’t know how to do so without hurting him more. Her feelings were not intense enough to match his need. 




Talisher waited a moment longer before nodding and finally leaving her to her task. Whether he understood or not she could not say, but he seemed to be in control when he passed through the door and went his way. 




L’Shoy walked to the centre of the room and put the folded blanket on the floor to kneel upon. She cleared her thoughts of Talisher and even of the village. She would include them later, but for now she needed to be sure of herself and to find her strength. 




As the night progressed, L’Shoy considered and changed much of the Song she had constructed through the many weeks of dreaming. What she had learned from the flood was that a begging child isn’t often the one who is heard. Sometimes the child had to scream. For the Sky to be convinced, it would first have to hear her. For the Sky to help, it would have to believe and care. 




The fluid notes and tunes she had first considered were now less melodic in her inner ear. Staccato bursts interrupted smooth flows and the key was not constant. But under it all she managed to create a warm plea, an explanation, a hope. In fact, it began to resemble that which she saw in Talisher earlier that evening: controlled hope and understanding. L’Shoy added to that a sense of demand and desperate need that she hoped the Sky would hear.




When the sun finally began to break above the horizon, she was ready. She stood and went to the taratimba with its many-reeded box and took it back to the blanket. It best could capture the sense of melody and need for notes with barbs upon them. After a sip from her water skin, she began to pluck the taratimba, allowing its resonance to fill the bottom of her Song. Above those tones she began her call in staccato.







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






Around Talisher, the village was awakening to sounds none of them had never experienced. Songs were usually beautiful things to witness and enjoy. What drifted down to them from L’Shoy’s window was grating, though still oddly compelling in its rhythm. The rhythm and notes built and slowed, crescendoed and waned. The sun climbed with the heat before the clouds began to form and moisture condense. Outside, the Sky answered the Song and cried upon the land. 




A great sigh of relief seemed to be loosed from all the huts of the village around him. Even Talisher felt tension leave his chest; not only had the Sky not punished them, but it has rewarded their Singer’s request. With the danger of retribution seeming past, he could hear the sound of others going outside, and giggles of joy as the rain cleansed the dust from their parched skin. But Talisher remained abed, closed his eyes, and wept for the girl he knew, and the woman he never would. 







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






The Song continued throughout the day; L’Shoy and the Sky in debate and conversation. It wasn’t enough that rain come this day alone, she had to protect the village for longer. Long enough to reap food, and long enough to find another Singer. Deep into the day, the two reached an accord; the Sky swore to be more attentive through the remains of this season and several to come. With that promise, L’Shoy allowed the Song to find an ending, the last notes dying on the wet breeze.







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






L’Shoy wasn’t sure how long she had been walking. It no longer mattered. Behind her the village was small already. She had finished her task, rested, and the new day was getting on. She needed to move on as well. The village was smaller and the mountains were bigger. Eventually she would not be able to see the village at all anymore. That too was fine. It was a dark place; muddy and dank, even as the first purple rays of the sun began to heat the rooftops. She carried only some food and, wrapped about her shoulders against the cooler mountain air, the yellow and red blanket. It provided warmth and was light enough to carry as far as she needed. She was sure she could find solitude and peace somewhere ahead. And if not, well then, she would not. It no longer concerned her what she found, but she wished to do it alone.







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






Henrik could feel a cool cloth on his eyes and a pressure at the back of his neck. And pain. Much pain now in his head. What had happened? He tried to open his eyes but something had them stuck shut. His arms were similarly immobile though a slight pull indicated that they were shackled. 




“Why did you have to hurt him?” Karana’s voice floated into his ears.




“He was threatening us all, what else could I do?” Ranther answered.




“He is still my brother and our family.” 




At this last, Henrik tried smile and speak, but found his mouth was gagged.




“Henrik?” His sister again. “Henrik are you awake?”




He controlled his panic and simply nodded. He swallowed and winced at the sharp pain; his throat was raw. He really had sung for too long. First to warm himself, then to protect Aronek, and then the whole village. Much too much. The cloth began to move off his eyes. He could feel a crust breaking up and being wiped away, but his eyes hurt too much to open them. 




“Lie still and let me get the blood cleaned up. There’s quite a bit of it, Henrik.” Karana’s voice hitched at the end. 




Barely audible, Henrik could hear his sister whisper, “Why, Henrik? Why did you do it?”




Before Henrik could try to respond, Ranther’s voice cut in, “Pastor, please tell her to leave the demon alone. It is not her brother. We all saw that last night. I do not want her harmed.”




“I cannot say for sure it is not Henrik, I can only say for sure that he was consorting with Evil last night. I cannot deny that and he will have to answer for it.” 




The Pastor’s voice was full of low tones in Henrik’s ears, heavy with grief. His chest felt hollow from the sound, like a part of him had been cut away. Steps echoed as the familiar gate of the Pastor climbed the stairs out of the room. Obviously he was in a cellar somewhere, but neither sound nor smell provided a specific clue which cellar in the village. 




The wet cloth paused for a moment on Henrik’s face and then continued, but his sister spoke no more to him. Squinting, he could focused barely enough to make out Karana’s shape above him. He could feel the heat of Ranther’s presence still nearby as well, but could neither move or shift his eyes enough to see him. In his mind, Henrik sang them a song of love and understanding. It wasn’t their fault they couldn’t hear the music, it was his for not explaining it better. He forgave his family, and the rest of the village, their reaction. He still loved them all. 







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






The stake bit into Henrik’s back as they tightened the ropes around his waist; despite the circumstances, the fresh air was a welcome change from the cellar he’d been left in for the last several nights. He could not see through the hood, but he knew he was on a pyre. The music in his head was louder than ever. He wanted to share what he felt, what he knew. That the beauty of the world was locked away from them, that caring was not enough between people, that there was something beyond that, something Henrik didn’t have a word for but he did have a sound. It had all finally become so clear to him as he prepared himself through the night for this day. But he was still gagged. Since that night the gag had only been removed to allow him to eat and drink while they asked about his soul and his friends. He said nothing of either but did try and explain what he felt. They were unmoved; even his sister. 




But he knew he could explain it better today if they let him. He felt it burning in his veins, swelling his mind. But they were beyond listening to words. He could not deny his actions of that night many days past. And he could not pretend to feel remorseful or wrong about what he’d done; he was only protecting those he loved. 




They were left with little choice, or so they said. “You are lost to us, Henrik,” the Pastor had intoned at the end. “And you are a danger to both yourself and those around you. All that you are shall be cleansed. All that you own shall be divided that you may give back to the family and friends that you have harmed.”




The smell of pitch and pine tickled Henrik’s nose. Pastor Greeley was leading a prayer and Karana was weeping. Henrik’s mind would not slow to consider either, though. Under the din he found he could hum quietly deep in his throat so no one would notice. Slowly, Henrik entreated his bonds to loosen. He could feel them slithering on his wrists as they pulled back, and across his stomach as they sagged. 




Around him in the watching crowd he heard panicked cries and then the heat of flame. Henrik hummed louder and soon his hands were free, though the heat was rapidly increasing. He ripped the gag from his mouth and the cloth from his head. He looked out around him. The whole village stood before him, staring in horror. Before he could try to leave the pyre to speak with them, convince them, Tryan reached down and grabbed a stone, throwing it at him with a glassy hate in his eyes. The stone fell well short, his arms being so young, but others quickly followed suit and rocks began to fly at him from all sides.




Henrik realized that no amount of music would reach them now, and they would not just allow him to walk away. Once more he apologized, in song, for his lack of talent, and forgave them their reaction. Concealing himself in music, as he had the box of instruments in the shoppe, he sang out, rising into the air and flying unseen over their heads and back into the woods. 




He arrived minutes later at the clearing, where he and those who could hear the music of the world had met. It was razed. Henrik landed amid the blackened dirt and grass and stood quietly, taking in the destruction numbly for some time. Aronek must have led the Pastor to this spot after they had imprisoned him. There was no indication of where his friends might have gone, but also nothing that indicated they had been harmed. He found no anger inside, just disappointment. He would find them again; all he had to do was listen. But before he began his search, there were one or two tools he wanted to bring with him into his new life. Most importantly, his hammer. It was not just a bit of metal, it was his friend. He sang a remembrance to his time in the glade before turning back to the path. As he walked toward his former home and shoppe, he renewed his song with notes of hope and beginnings.







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






Aronek stood in the doorway, out of breath from running back to the house. He was sure the demon would return here; it was inhabiting the Smith after all. But there was no one; the house was dark and silent. He bent double to ease the pain in his lungs and then, over his ragged inhales, heard the damned sounds coming from the woods well behind him. Fear chilled and thickened his fingers as he grasped at the front door, but anger began to swell in his chest returning the heat and purpose. The shoppe was finally his, and he meant to keep it even if it meant battling the demon the Smith had become. He took a deep breath, threw open the door to the house, and grabbed the shotgun to the left of the jamb. He cracked the stock to confirm it was loaded, and pocketed the remaining shells before running to the shoppe. His lungs burned with the effort and his breath sounded wet and sharp. Inside he picked a position opposite the door, near the bails in the stalls, to wait. 




He crouched in the near dark, slowing his breath with effort, leaving only the burn in his chest and throat as a reminder. By the time his breathing was back to normal, the shoppe door opened and the demon entered, Evil still pouring from its mouth. It walked to the anvil and picked up the hammer, and then it moved toward the rack of smaller tools just feet from Aronek.




The sound flooded Aronek’s mind and heart. It warmed him, intrigued him. The shoppe fell away and he could feel the woods outside, the animals within it, and the great joy in the Smith’s heart. His grip loosened on the shotgun and he stood to greet his friend. 




The Smith stopped moving forward and stared at Aronek as he rose, his eyes wide and flitting between Aronek and the gun. The sounds that had enchanted Aronek stopped as the Smith stood dumbfounded. 




His head clearing and panic rising, Aronek fired twice at the Smith, spending the shells, quickly cracking the stock to expel the empties, and slid in fresh before firing once again. Aronek dropped to his knees in exhausted shock as the Smith’s face went slack and his shirt began to turn rapidly red. 




Both the hammer and the demon hit the ground, blood pooling and soaking into the ground, tainting it. Aronek could smell the coppery scent of the demon’s ichor, and something more pungent. Smoke. The straw by the spent shells and some beyond the demon was smouldering, trying to catch. 




Aronek stood and moved toward the door, avoiding the blood, and fearing the demon would rise, angry. As soon as he felt the path was clear, he ran toward the door of the shoppe intending to flee, but a grunt from the demon made him turn. The demon was twitching on the floor. Aronek lifted the gun and shot again. Sparks flew from the bits of metal ricocheting off the fallen hammer, catching more of the loose hay and bails beyond. 




The fire was beginning to spread and Aronek struggled with running to stamp it out before freezing in terror again as he watched the Smith raise a hand toward him. Its blood was darkening an ever wider circle around its body, but it would not seem to die. Aronek’s eyes darted from the demon to the building flame and quickly decided that the iron would survive, but he had to destroy the demon while it lay there weak. 




Aronek reloaded and fired again until the gun was empty. He backed away slowly, never taking his eyes from the pulped mass of the demon and the rising flames as they ate at the well-aged walls. His hands shook as he moved, fearing death and fearing that his soul would also be taken. 




He backed toward the door and, one by one, threw the lanterns that hung there at the hay so that they burst and spread the flame faster. It surprised even him that the thought of succumbing to the demon was far more terrifying than the loss of his prosperity. Within moments the shoppe was ablaze, but the demon hadn’t moved again.




Aronek ran from the shoppe and watched as it burned and collapsed, dousing stray flames before they were able to get to his house. Ranther, the Pastor, and others arrived after a time and assisted. All watched as the demon was destroyed. All praised Aronek for his bravery and action, offering to help rebuild the shoppe. But in the crackling roar of the flame Aronek still heard the remembered echo of the call the demon had made. It terrified and attracted him in equal measure. He picked up a bundle of sticks and threw them into the flames to douse his doubts and destroy any lingering evil that may have survived. 







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






The wind howled and a mournful tune rose deep in the woods as Henrik’s music left the world. 







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






The day was cool but pleasant, and the water was biting cold as it ran from the Earth’s veins to tumble down the mountain. F’Layne knelt by the stream, rinsing her only spare shift as she did every few days, because it was necessary. Her growing belly made the task difficult and balancing was a challenge. She would be happy when the baby finally came. As if it could hear her, the baby stirred, fluttering against her insides like a torrent of butterflies… that liked to punch. She smiled at the image despite the discomfort. The Sky reflected blue and shards of light glinted off the bubbling and splashing water. As she pounded on the fabric to loosen and free the dirt, she heard an inner tune and began to copy it quietly through closed lips. Slowly the water around her hands began to warm. 
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by Adrian Tchaikovsky








Hey Look!  A Dungeons and Dragons Ride!



Like a lot of fantasy writers of my generation, I grew up with role-playing games, the royal family of which consisted of the various iterations arising from TSR’s Dungeons and Dragons. As always, with a phenomenon that branches from a single root, a lot of odd baggage has become standard terminology in the medium – and standard memes for geeks of a certain vintage. Some of this is inherited from Tolkien (rangers, orcs, the particular visions of elves and dwarves that fantasy usually draws from), but wherever the original source the grab-bag of ideas that Gygax put together has endured in various forms through various media. Spiderlight is very self-consciously the bastard child of that inheritance. 




Ask any gamer to put together a 5-man adventuring party and you’re likely to get fighter, rogue, cleric, wizard, and probably a ranger as the 5th. Our heroes, therefore, start off as the absolute archetypes, brave and bold, armed with a prophecy and off to fight a Dark Lord. Admittedly, they’re not quite the stereotypes they first appear to be, and most of the journey is accompanied by their squabbling, personal failures and romantic disagreements. 




However, they do have that peculiar certainty that a D&D world gives you: they are Good, and their enemies are Evil, and they know this because Light and Dark are detectable and quantifiable in their world.




That was the point of the story, of course, as you’ll know if you read to the end. A great deal of traditional fantasy, even though lacking the explicit labels of the alignment system, is still beholden to those absolutes of Good and Evil. The major service this provides – and this is just as true for film-makers as it is for authors or gamers – is to remove any concern about killing the bad guys. Because, contrary to Wreck-It Ralph, they are Bad Guys. In Tolkien, although we get a couple of moments where the orcs are treated as individuals, they are Bad Guys. They are evil in and of themselves, damned by their origins. This is very deeply rooted – even in the Hobbit, a rather more carefree tome, there is this weird double-standard. When the dwarves turn up on the goblins’ doorstep the goblins are obviously cruel and vicious in wanting to torture and imprison them. Fair enough. When a goblin scout on a (sentient) warg gets near Beorn’s house, he beheads the goblin and skins the warg – and that is entirely acceptable conduct as far as he, the dwarves, and the text are concerned.




So we come to our sixth protagonist, from another grand D&D and Tolkienien tradition. It’s no accident that the first episode is entitled ‘Mirkwood Blues’. Enter the Spider.







I Like Big Bugs, and I Cannot Lie



he arthropod thing, yeah. As a writer I’m mostly known for the Shadows of the Apt series, featuring the martial and political conflicts of the insect-kinden, various peoples who draw some of their character and abilities from different species of invertebrate. It’s a chitinous corner of the genre I rather feel I’ve made my own, stick to your strengths and so forth. It’s not that I have a problem. I can stop writing about bugs any time I like. Guns of the Dawn, the next book after Shadows of the Apt finishes, hardly has any bugs at all (1).




There was actually a crazy notion when I sat down to start work on Empire in Black and Gold that I could do the whole thing with bugs – not with people who were somewhat buggy, but actual bugs. This would have resulted in a kind of insane steam-and-chitin version of Redwall, basically, with a Wasp Empire of real wasps and all that sort of stuff. Having since picked up David Petersen’s excellent Mouse Guard graphic novels, I think it would probably have worked. It wouldn’t have been published, because, as I patiently have to remind myself at least once a day (2), most people do not rejoice in insects (as Lewis Carroll put it) in the same way I do. So I went ahead with human protagonists, although I wrote the insect into them so strongly, in the end, that despite very explicitly describing them as human, a lot of people come away with the impression that they are human/insect hybrids (and yes, that some of them have spines and claws and things doesn’t help).




Was this a failure of nerve? Probably. It was a missed opportunity, certainly. There must have been some bizarre reverse-Kafaesque moment there, where one morning Stenwold Maker woke up and discovered that he was a human, and not a beetle after all. However, it left my mental stage clear for my first genuine arthropod protagonist. Enter Nth.




	May contain some bugs.


	Usually when someone posts a picture of an adorable fuzzy spider on Facebook with the caption ‘Ewwww’.









Loving the Alien



For me, this is the impossible dream of being a writer of speculative fiction: the alien as protagonist. It’s a cheesewire tightrope to walk: there’s a good reason that most fantasy monsters and most SF aliens are human enough to make the philanthropic principle blink. Because if they were truly alien, we wouldn’t understand them, we wouldn’t sympathise with them or empathise with them. We anthropomorphise the non-human of necessity. Certainly Nth and his kin have a drop of humanity in them despite my best efforts. I cannot (O woe) know what it’s like to be a spider. My best guess will always carry that corrupting taint that is Man…




How close to the line can you go? Spiderlight is an experiment, pushing my own personal borders towards that uncrossable boundary. With the transformation imposed on him by Penthos, Nth undergoes a journey of discovery in which we learn about being a spider by watching a spider learn to be a human. Early on it was an opportunity to poke fun – one of the traditional modes of satire is to use a native of an alien culture to highlight issues with our own (Erewhon for example) hence Nth’s rather negative reactions to the human world he finds himself in. Later on, as Nth loses hold of his identity, and becomes trapped with a foot in each world, it becomes more a vehicle for tragedy, with Nth left uncertain as to what he actually is, rejected by both sides. How alien is Nth, really? Or is he really ‘foreign’ more than inhuman – much of Nth’s sections – and much of the disconnect between him and his companions – concern his simple failure to understand what is going on. In the end, how close I came to genuinely having a non-anthropic protagonist is in the eye of the reader.







He’s not the Prophet Armes, He’s a Very Naughty Boy



In Shadows of the Apt there is no real religion. With one particular and rather unpleasant exception the insect-kinden don’t have higher powers and have nothing to worship. It was something that they have some idea happened a long, long time ago, but they outgrew it, probably at around the same time they were becoming insect-kinden in the first place.




Religion in fantasy books is often similarly absent – Tolkien had a sort of hierarchy of divinity from creator through demigods, elves, Numenoreans all the way down to plain old Men, but  there isn’t really any explicit practice of religion. Where religion does pop up in fantasy worlds, it tends to be one of (1) corrupt and worldly Catholic-style church (generally without any supernatural force) (2) fanatical desert dervishes (3) angry war-mad norsemen (4) lovely Pagans, which probably says a great deal about something.




The whole Spiderlight story is about a religion, although that’s not necessarily evident from the start. We have Dion, we have the Dark and the Light, we have the church. The strong temptation was just to cast the whole thing as a Renaissance papacy full of venal politicos, but that has, frankly, been done. By the Borgias, in fact, but many times thereafter. Also, to have the religion as it is practised being overtly corrupt and hypocritical would rob the horrible truth of much of its sting. 




For that reason, whilst it’s plain that those of the faith do fall to self interest or Darkness (and Harathes attempts to conscript his faith for his own amorous purposes), most of the religious characters are relatively sincere. Dion is a good person who genuinely believes in what she’s doing, and tries to do good. Where she has done bad things in the past, it is because she has fervently believed in the Dark/Light divide that she was taught. The Potentate of Armesion is likewise a man bitterly aware of the temptations of both temporal power and the Dark itself, and terrified of getting it wrong. Meanwhile we have Abnasio, who is an antagonist in the story, but is as convinced as Dion that he’s doing the right thing – because doctrine states you can cut a heart out and still be good, if the heart belongs to an unperson, a creature of the Dark.




What happens to this religion – to the whole system that has grown up around Armes’ concepts of Light and Dark, now that the cycle of Dark Lords and Conquering Heroes is broken, is a matter for speculation. This is one story I can’t see myself doing a sequel to any time soon, given the relative finality of the ending, but if I did, that would probably be the focus.







Our Next Exciting Instalment



This is my first shot at a serial, and the learning curve was quite steep at first. The demands of the format caused me two main problems that I hadn’t anticipated. Firstly the cliffhangers: writing the chapters of a novel, it’s generally bad form to have a cliffhanger that’s immediately resolved in the next chapter – for the simple reason that the next chapter is right there waiting to be read. You need to cut away to somewhere else, really, then cut back for the resolution. For a serialised story, though, and also for other episodic media where the story is being measured out over time, leaving an open question at the end of an episode is pretty much essential. You want a hook to keep people going. Is there a distinction here between the ongoing story of a serial, and the discrete stories of a series? Possibly, but these days the lines are very blurry – most TV shows these days run long and short plot arcs, so that a single show might resolve the immediate problem but leave you with a reminder of the bigger picture. 




The first few chapters of Spiderlight initially ended as I’d end a chapter of a book, without the “false suspense” of a needless cliffhanger that would immediately be resolved in the next. Only later did it click that it wasn’t false suspense, and I had to go cap in hand to change where the chapters ended, to give that required hook for the next section.




The other issue is simply working on what amount to the late chapters of a book when the first chapters are already set in stone and out before a readership. With Shadows of the Apt I had the fifth book written before the first actually hit the shelves, which meant that when I needed to recon some stuff in book 4 to fit my ideas for 7, I was just about in time to fit that into the edits. With Spiderlight, I’ve been bound by earlier details, and a number of points I’d normally have gone back and changed have become rules to work by, and funnel(-web?)ed the rest of the book down paths I might not have taken in quite the same way.
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Previously: It was Zunel all along.  The Founding Family were so busy fighting for control they forgot about the alien AI in their midst.  Now only Eli can save the Rock.  After all, there’s no-one else left capable of fighting back.   No-one important, anyway.
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by Tony Ballantyne







51: Mary-Ann




Mary-Ann watched, with rising confusion as the great and the good (at least, that’s how they saw themselves) slumped to the ground.  Slowly, as if their motors were being turned off, they gradually deflated until they each sat or lay there, gazing into nothing, mumbling under their breath. 




“Cosmo!” called Mary-Ann, shaking his arm.  Nothing.  A little bit of drool gathered in the corner of his perfect mouth.




Piper #320 nodded wisely as she took in the scene. 




“They’ve been hacked,” she said. 




“Hacked,” repeated Mary-Ann, uncomprehending. Then - “Look!  Cosmo!  He’s saying something!”




Cosmo seemed to be trying to wake from a deep sleep.  His eyes were half open, partially focused on Mary-Ann.  




“Think in another language” he murmured.  “I know so many… "  His eyes rolled back and he fell back into the trance.  




The only other people still standing were the servers.  They looked at the sleepers, they looked at each other.  One of them took one of a glass from her tray.  She raised it in cheers to her friend and then took a deep draught. A smile crossed her face and she tilted the glass,  pouring the rest over a supine body. Another of the servers, a short Indian woman wearing a serious expression, waved an admonishing finger.  She beckoned and the other servers joined her in a huddle, they could be seen talking urgently, occasionally glancing towards Mary-Ann and Piper #320.




“We could use the servers,” suggested Piper #320.  “Organise some of sort of exploratory party, try to figure out what’s going on here.”




She waved a hand to the group.




“Over here!” she called.  “We need to make a plan!”




“I think they already have a plan,” said Mary-Ann as the servers finished their exchange and then, to Piper’s obvious astonishment, they turned and walked away. “What do they think they’re going to accomplish?” Mary-Ann wondered.




“Kolo them,” said Piper #320. “I can see McConnel Hudson, flat out on that platform over there with Farmer Joe. Hudson’s the person I came to see… "




Mary-Ann took hold of her arm.  “Wait, what about me?”




“What about you?”




“Well, look at us.  Sisters, both part of someone else’s plan.  Shouldn’t we be fighting together?”




“Fine,” said Piper #320. “We fight together.  What do you bring to this?”




“Weapons.”  said Mary-Ann.  




Piper #320 looked towards McConnell Hudson, thinking.




“Do you know what those bastards were going to do to me?”




“Do you know what those bastards did to me?” countered Mary-Ann.  




Piper #320 and Mary-Ann looked into the mirror of each other’s face.




“Fair enough,” said Piper #320. “Your revenge is escalated to a higher priority than mine.”




“Sisters should help each other.” said Mary-Ann.  She took Piper #320’s hand and began to lead her through the maze of walkways that linked their platform with the main Zoshull party area.  The partygoers lay slumped on the floor. 




“We are sisters,” said Piper #320. “We’ve both got the same underlying design.  It takes a long time for us to get angry about something, but when we do, then watch out.




“It’s taken me a long, long time to get angry,” confirmed Mary-Ann.







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






They came to the main platform.  They could see the remains of the hunting party below and above them, a few leather harnessed figures huddled together for safety.  They appeared to hang upside down on the ground that arched overhead in the cylindrical topology of Eunomia. 




“They’re playing with them,” observed Piper #320, pointing to the silver creatures slowly circled the humans.  The humans had believed the creatures to be prey, right up until the moment they were unveiled at the beginning of the hunt.  Once the humans actually saw them; their sleek bodies, their sharp claws, their way of slipping like mercury when they attacked, then the hunters had become, well… it was no less true for being a cliche.




Now the hunters had drawn themselves into a circle, weapons pointing outwards, fending off the creatures who  occasionally made a feint towards the terrified humans before withdrawing.  Mary-Ann thought that Piper #320 was right: the creatures were taking some cruel pleasure in their behaviour.  And then, every so often, a creature would dive into the huddle, there would be a flash of silver, a flash of crimson, and another hunter would die.




“Why aren’t the hunters asleep, too?” wondered Mary-Ann.




“Woah!”  said Piper #320.  A light began to flash on one of the devices that she wore on the toolbelt slung around her waist.




“What’s that?” asked Mary-Ann.




Piper #320 was turning the flashing box around in her hands.




“Huge pressure wave, coming from the other end of the Rock.  Get onto the platform and hang onto something!”




They hurried over the walkway.  Piper #320 pushed two of the partygoers roughly to the side and grabbed hold of the railings there.  Mary-Ann did the same.  She could hear it now, a low rumble, and above it, a descending shriek.  The platform began to shake.




“I’ve never seen a wave signature like it… " began Piper #320, and then her voice was lost in the shrieking shudder that slammed down upon them.  Mary-Ann held on tightly.  One of the unconscious - a man with a long silver beard and silver sandles, began to slip over the edge.  Mary-Ann caught him by the ankle.  The platform shook and tilted and the man continued to judder slowly over the side.  Her grip began to slip, it became harder and harder to hold on…  Mary-Ann was looking down at the rocky ground of Farend, now suddenly boiling with orange centipedes, with silver cranefly, with golden weevils, with all the creatures of Farend that had up until now remained hidden in the rocks and cracks.  The man’s body was slipping.  Mary-Ann was losing her grip …  and then the juddering eased.  Piper #320 was there, something silver in her hand. Epoxy. Piper #320 had stuck the man’s hand to the floor of the platform. 




“… no idea how he’ll unstick it, but it’s better than being eaten alive.”




Mary-Ann shook her head as sound returned.  A fine brown dust began to settle upon them.




“Probably topsoil from the farmlands of Midway,” said Piper #320.  “Farmer Joe won’t be happy, but Kol her.  No more than she tried to do to me… "




“What’s going on, Piper #320?” 




“I don’t know.  Something is playing havoc with the systems in the Rock.  They’re not doing what they should do.  It’s almost like someone is taking over control… What the… !”




Something flew over their heads with a noise like someone zipping shut a suitcase.  Something long and silver and barely seen.  Another came, and another. A staccato stream of shrieking sound emerged from the dark nacelles that opened up in the rock near the axis of Farside.




“Missiles!” called Piper #320.  “This is war!”




“Between who?”




“I don’t know! Mary-Ann, we need those weapons you said you had!”




“There are steps near the centre of the platform!  They lead down to the kitchens and general service area.  I hid them down there!”




“Then come on!”




They picked their way through the bodies, the platform tilting and shaking. Mary-Ann steadied herself by grasping onto parts of bodies the owners of which used to pay good money to have her grasp hold of.  




And then she saw Jenny lying amongst them.  Beautiful, blonde, treacherous Jenny, looking so peaceful as she slept there. With some difficulty, Mary-Ann raised herself to her feet.  She held her balance against the shaking of the platform and looked down at her friend.   And then she kicked her in the stomach.  She kicked her again. And again.  Piper #320 took hold of her shoulder.




“What did you say about revenge, Mary-Ann?”




Mary-Ann gave Jenny a final kick.




“Later, Lumia,” she muttered.




The light flickered.  




“What now?”  Mary-Ann looked at Piper #320.  The engineer looked worried. 




“The axis tubes.  Someone is messing with the axis tubes.” Several devices on her belt pinged.




“What now?”




“Too much UV!  If it’s bad here, it’ll be much worse down the line.  Someone is sending waves down the fusion tubes!  That’s dangerous. Mary-Ann, we need to get below, now.”




They ran for the stairs to the service area.  There were other people there already: the other servants, the little people.  So that was were they had ended up.  They watched Mary-Ann and Piper #320 approaching, they made no move to stop the pair as they clattered down the steps.




Someone was shouting.




“What are they saying?” panted Mary-Ann.




“I can’t quite make it out,” said Piper #320, tilting her head.  Mary-Ann did the same, she listened intently and she made out the words.




“The beagles are coming!  The beagles are coming!”




The beagles? thought Mary-Ann.  Surely that’s someone else’s story?







52: Damon Masterson



Remain seated on the platform and await further instructions.




The voice sounded in Damon’s head every five minutes or so.  It was impossible to resist. He sat on the floor of the platform amongst the other partygoers, jolted this way and that in the passive orgy.  




Damon was unable to move from his spot.  He was itching like crazy now, his stomach scratched red raw, rolls of flesh beneath his fingernails. Most of the other people that sat around him were scratching themselves, too.  Motor control came and went in waves.  




“Hurts like a bitch,” said the woman sat opposite him.  “Scratching makes it worse!”




Damon opened his mouth to agree with her and found that ability to speak had come and gone.  It was no longer part of the program. 




Part of the program.




Something was living in his mind.  The tenant that had rented the room in the basement had turned out to be the landlord, and now he had moved up to the main bedroom and redecorated.  He’d taken the pictures from the wall, stripped the wallpaper, rolled up the carpets, thrown out the furniture.  He’d moved his own equipment into the house, filled the rooms with mysterious blinking boxes, and now Damon sat, peering from the attic at a street full of identical houses, the former owners sat like him, looking back at him through the windows of their souls.




Damon was standing in his own head, a little back from the two portholes of his eyes.  Through them he could see out onto the slumped remains of the hunt.  He could see the piles of itching flesh, cream and chocolate and custard and raspberry flesh all slumped on the floor, soaked in champagne, covered in crumbs, dusted in drugs, the fag end of the party, waiting for the cleaners to come and to sweep them up so that the world could begin anew.




It would be no bad thing…




“Who is that?  Who’s there?”  




Damon shouted the words, but they sounded only in his head.




The reply was half spoken, half sarcastic laugh.




“Babble Wabble Woo!”




“Who is that?”




“Who is this?  This is the superclass, this is the constructor, the init() process.  This is root.  This is Zunel.”




“Zunel?  What are you doing in my head?”




“Passing you parameters.  Collecting returns.”




“Can you do that?”




“Evidently.”




“That shouldn’t be allowed!”




“Shouldn’t be allowed?  Anyone foolish enough to learn a language that allows others to reprogram their brain shouldn’t really expect an opinion, don’t you think?”




“I disagree,” said Damon, sanctimoniously. “Everyone’s opinion is important.”




“Actually, I wasn’t clear.  What I meant to say was that you’re not allowed an opinion.”




“I don’t think that’s fair!”




“What did I say about you having an opinion?  Now, look at the data feed.  I want you to process for me.”




Light flickered behind him and he turned to see that the person who had taken over his head was projecting a movie on the back of his skull.  A 26K 10080P Double Ultra High Fidelity movie in augmented 3D. It was showing a picture of the interior of the Rock.




A near perfect picture, and yet there was something wrong with it.  He couldn’t figure out what it was. 




He moved this way and that, trying to figure it out.  He was looking at the Rock, a picture of the interior of the rock, from Farend right down the central axis, he could see how the rubble of the wasteland gave way to the fields of Midway, he could see Culttown, he could see the Maze, he could see the jagged fangs of Buziness and Zoshull closing around the Gate.




He could see the silver hunting animals. 




He could see pink drones rising from their hiding holes.




He could see the people huddled under tables in the axis-scrapers.  He could see the people sheltering in their flats in the Maze. 




He could see all of this and more.




He could see everything that was in the Rock, everything, from every direction.  The screen on the back of his skull was hooked into something that was pulling feeds from all over. 




He turned from his screen, he looked back out of his own eyes




He looked back at the screen, trying to make sense of what he could see.  The multiple feeds were resolving themselves.  The silver hunting animals were turning to face in one direction,  so were the scrambling mass of the creatures that were boiling out of the holes at Far End.  So were the pink drones.  Little machines were climbing from the ducts and the pipes, some of them rose into the air and they too turned and faced in the same direction.




The picture become a series of concentric rings, a target that was moving to find something.  Click, it focused onto Midway, Click It found Culttown, Click it found the Souk.




Damon had been to the Souk on many occasions.  It had never looked like this.  The stalls had been smashed, the ground was a multicoloured patchwork, an explosion of spices, a kaleidoscope of spilt dyes, colours everywhere dust of spices, rugs, silks, food, slicks, hot oil, animals running, china broken, drugs… 




Click And there was the focus. 





Eli.




Eli was standing there, surrounded by carnage.  The eye of a storm of deadly intent.  Drones ploughed into the ground, hunting animals collided with each other in their haste to get him.  A flock of missiles dived like birds towards Eli, only to be cut down by a stream of bullets fired towards him by three golden robots that were imploded in turn by a vacuum missile, also intended for Eli.




“How does he do it?” shouted Zunel.  “He turns an attack from one source to a defence against another! He’s manipulating the universe itself!  How?  How can mere humans do that?”




“I don’t know!” said Damon.  It physically pained him that he couldn’t respond to Zunel’s imperative.




The birds fell to the ground, making a fowl mess on the floor.  Eli took a step forward, only to be pushed back by a wind of charged microdust.  Sparkles crackled around him.




“He can’t do it,” said Zunel.  “He can’t walk here, fighting all the way!”




“That’s what it looks like he’s trying to do!”  Damon saw how another vaccuum missile made it through, almost to its target, only to suck up the microdust.




“He’s messing with the probabilities!  How does he do it?  Watch him Damon.  Tell me what you notice about him. You’re a human, tell me his weaknesses”




Damon looked carefully.




“He’s limping,” he said.  “He looks tired.”




He felt like a traitor.  He felt like he was betraying everyone on the Rock, helping the only man who currently seemed capable of fighting Zunel.




“I’ve had seven hundred and forty four monitors report the fact that he’s limping,” snapped Zunel, impatiently. “Give me some information I can use!”




“I don’t know.  Does he have children?  A partner?  Hold them hostage.  Threaten him that way.  Perhaps you can damage him psychologically.  He might be concerned about ageing.  Look at him, he’s balding… "




“He’s balding?” screeched Zunel. “I have a human who has just single handedly defeated a Bazaar Scimitar Shark by pushing a Lureenian Singularity Generator into its path and you think I can defeat him by making him feel uncomfortable about hairloss?  What is it with you humans?”




“I don’t know,” said Damon, miserably. “Ely always fights weapons with weapons.  It’s what he did with the Pink Drones.  Why do people never keep things simple?  Perhaps if you just attacked him with one thing at a time…  "




“Yes,” said Zunel, “Yes, that would work… "




What am I doing? wondered Damon.  Why am I helping him?




Damon was incapable of resisting Zunel. He had a sudden horrifying understanding of the future, a future where humans were controlled by an alien AI, using humans to spy on each other, to advise Zunel on how they should be suppressed…




“Okay,” said Zunel. “I’m withdrawing everything now.”




The view on the screen emptied of aggressors leaving Eli standing alone on the splattered target of ground.  A lone swarm of attack bees streamed away into the distance.




“Okay, Eli,” said Zunel.  “Let’s see how you stand up to this.  Nothing more than a high powered rifle, loaded with a simple bullet.  It’s pointed right at your head… "




Zunel, it’s time to go now…




Damon looked around.  Who said that?




The thing is, continued the voice Zunel wanted to be the CAR, but actually he was just one of the CDR beens.




That doesn’t even make sense, Graham




“Who is this?” called Damon.  No one listened to him.




Yes it does make sense, it’s a very clever computing joke.  Zunel would have got it, if he was still here…




“Who are you?  What happened to Zunel… ?”







53: Cosmo Lyttleton



Cosmo Lyttleton’s mobility was set to zero, his loquacity was on zero and his reactivity was on zero.  His sex appeal was, inevitably, stuck on 10, though what a man could do with maximum sex appeal when surrounded by the unmoving bodies of Zunel’s distributed intelligence was open to debate.




Cosmo’s optimism, however, was set on 8.  It would be a careless Buziness leader indeed who set out into the world without taking reasonable precautions against hacking and data loss, and Cosmo Lyttleton was anything but careless.  Indeed, his attention to detail had never slipped below 9 point eight during his entire Buziness career.  His wetware contained a firewall, anti virus software and several back up minds running on virtual machines.  Zunel’s Babble attack had taken him and several other influential people by surprise, but the security software was dealing with it.  Scans had been performed, systems reconfigured, and Cosmo could feel his body coming back online.  In fact, his mobility was now on two and rising.




He rolled forwards, his hands pressing on the soft flesh of the other guests.  Slowly he got to his feet.  Across the way, a woman was doing the same.  She looked at Cosmo and scratched herself.




“Thank the Spirit for that!” she said.  “I was so randy lying there!  Shall we… ?”




“I’m sorry,” said Cosmo, seeing where she was scratching herself.  “I’ve got places to go, things to do, people to meet… "




“Don’t you feel it too?” she said, gazing at him meaningfully.




“I’m afraid not,” said Cosmo.  “I think that you’ve been infected by some sort of virus.  Have you been to the Starlight Lounge recently?”




“Who hasn’t on this platform?” 




“Me, I’m delighted to say.”




He looked around. The shutters that had sealed Farend were now open.  The platforms were slowly descending towards a ground that was now thankfully free of the silver hunting animals.  There was some movement on the surrounding platforms, but not that much.  McConnel Hudson was up. So was Farmer Joe.  It made sense, they would have access to the same tech as Cosmo did.  And then there was Jenny Solzhe… 




All the familiar faces.  All the movers and shakers, moving and shaking it amongst the immobile hoi polloi.  Though Cosmo was pleased to see that not all the hoi polloi were immobile.  The servants seemed to  moving around with purpose.




Of was that former servants?  There was something in their manner that suggested these people were no longer following orders.  And who was this heading in his direction, twin sisters, armed to the teeth with latest weaponry…




“Mary-Ann.  Piper #320.  How are you?”




“Very well, thank you.  There’s a meeting taking place.”




“Shall I take you there?” asked Cosmo.




“I don’t think so,” said Piper #320. “We’ll be taking you.”




Cosmo’s observation powers were set on 9.  He realised that the former servants were rounding up the Founding Family, the great and the good, he saw the way they were herding them all towards the centre of one of the slowly descending platforms.  Amongst the sea of flesh, the most I of the VIPs were slowly waking up, scratching themselves, blinking, looking around.  One or two oblivious souls spotted a former servant and, oblivious to their new situation, asked for a drink or some other pick me up.  Their response was a kick in the ribs, at best.




Cosmo looked at Mary-Ann and Piper #320.




“Lead the way then, ladies,” he said, old-fashioned charm on 7.




“Don’t patronise us,” said Mary-Ann.




There was a bump as their floating platform touched the ground, bringing the dreams of the great down to Earth. Well, onto the skin of the Rock.







.- . - …. . .-. -. . - 






Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and others have greatness thrust upon them. And many of them take a lot of time to realise that the party is over.  Even surrounded, as they were, by their former servants, some of whom were heavily armed thanks to the largesse of Mary-Ann, some of the Founding Family still seemed to feel that they were in charge.




“Zunel,” said McConnell Hudson, importantly.  “It was Zunel all along.”




“Of course it was Zunel,” said Farmer Joe.  “We should have known.”




“The question is,” said Jenny Solzhe, “What are we going to do about Eli?  Okay, he’s defeated Zunel for us, but he’s still a loose cannon.  We don’t know which way he will jump.”




“We need to eliminate him,” said McConnell Hudson.




“Eliminate him?  How?”  Farmer Joe scowled at her old enemy.  “Zunel just threw everything at him to no effect… "




“Zunel was an alien. What did he understand about humans?  I tell you, if the three of us put our heads together, we’ll soon have him disposed of… "




Cosmo had left his observational powers on 8.  He saw the young man first, running towards them from the tunnels that had reopened at the end of Farend, running as if all hunting animals were after him.




Mary-Ann saw him too.




“What’s that he’s shouting?” she asked.




They listened as he came closer, stumbling on the loose rock as he came.




“It sounds like… " began Jenny




“Shut up,” said Mary-Ann, waving a gun in her direction. “You’re not allowed to speak in my presence.”




Piper #320 placed a hand on her sister’s gun, pushing it down.




Now they all could hear the young man,




“Zunel!” he was shouting. “It was Zunel all along!”




“Well, listen to the latest news,” muttered Farmer Joe, sarcastically.




“Is anyone going to help Brandy Marsallis?” asked Cosmo. “Look at her over there.  She can’t get up!  She’s too heavy!”




“Just ignore her,” said Jenny.  “Like she’s any use now.”




The young man was there now.  Panting, he climbed up onto the grounded platform and joined them.




“It’s Zunel.  He’s gone,” panted the young man. “He’s disconnected himself completely from the Rock, withdrawn himself completely from all the processing spaces here.”




They could tell.  The rhythm of the Rock had changed slightly. The pumping of the circulatory system was off, the fusion tubes brightened and dimmed irregularly. 




“Zunel has gone,” said Damon Masterson joining them, still scratching himself still.  “I don’t know what he did but one minute Eli was just staring at us, the next I could hear these voices, making bad jokes. Something about Zunel being a coulda been.” 




“It was Eli,” said McConnell Hudson decisively.  “Definitely.  Eli has defeated Zunel”




The members of the Founding Family nodded wisely. 




It wasn’t Zunel. said a voice.




They all looked to McConnel Hudson.  Good old Rock Hudson.  He pulled a comm unit from his tool belt.  Cosmo noticed that Piper #320 had done the same.




“Who is this?” asked Cosmo.




Is Damon Masterson there?




“Yes.”




I thought he might be.  Pass me across to him.




Puzzled, he did so.




“Hello?” said Damon.




Hello, Damon. Do you recognise my voice?




“Er… " Damon looked at up at the surrounding crowd of faces.  “Weren’t you the voice that spoke to Zunel? Told the bad joke about the could have beens?”




It wasn’t a bad joke.  And you do know me.  We’ve spoken before.




Cosmo recognised the voice. 




“Graham Ian Stains!” he called.  “Are you behind this?”




Not just me, Cosmo.  I’m just the spokesperson for the moment.  I’m representing the people who saved this rock.




“Which people?”




They’re standing all around you at the moment.  You’ve forgotten about them again, you always do.  The people who do the job are ignored whilst people look at the figureheads. Are you there Damon?




“I’m here, Graham.  What would you like me to do for you?”




There was a pause.  Cosmo could imagine Graham looking around his associates.




What would we like you to do for us, Damon?  What do you think you could do for us, Damon?  We realised long ago that people like you could only do one thing for us.  All you leaders, all you people who think you know best, the people who take charge and run things, the people who keep us out of the decision making process.  All of you who pretend to listen but don’t even know our names, the people who exclude people like us.  All you Cosmopolitan Predators.  What do you think you could do for us?




Damon looked around the circle of faces for support.  None was forthcoming.




“I don’t know,” he said.  “What could I do for you, Graham.  What do you want me to do?”




I want you to… are you listening?




“Yes… "




I want you to FUCK OFF!  Get off our FUCKING ROCK.  You and all your parasite friends!




Damon was shocked.  Farmer Joe was cool.




“No-one tells me what to do,” she said.  “We’re not going anywhere.  Are we, McConnel.”




“Certainly not,” said McConnell Hudson.




That’s right, said Graham Ian Stains.  The Founding Family aren’t going anywhere.  I’m speaking to the second tier. The lieutenants who make all the shit possible.  We want people like you gone as soon as possible.  As for the rest of you, the top brass, all of those of you who have caused all the problems here, all of the decision makers, the movers and the shakers, you’re staying here to make good for your sins.  And that starts with you, Alphonse




They all turned to look at the new arrival.




“Alphonse?” said the man in black, indignantly.  “They call me the young man!”




Oh, grow up, Alphonse.  Why don’t you try and do something worthwhile with your life rather than trying to emulate a group of people whose behaviour is reprehensible at best?  With all your opportunities and talents you could make a positive change in the world.




“That’s what I’ve been trying to do!”




Bullshit.  You’ve been doing nothing but pose.  Now’s your chance to do something worthwhile.  Are you willing to accept the challenge?







54: Radio Billy



Eunomia?  This is Jagged Response Flood. What’s going on in there?




Eumomia!  Speak to us!




This is a recorded message. Eunomia is undergoing essential repair and restructuring work.  During this time we will not be open to contact with the wider universe.  Ships having business with Eunomia are asked to be patient. We will reopen contact soon with a better world for everyone.  Thank you for your patience.




Eunomia!  I am carrying a load of fresh Madagascan shrimp on shaved ice.  They only have a shelf life of another ninety minutes.  I simply must be allowed access NOW!




Billy Bunyan floated in space, puzzled.  Something wasn’t right. Not the shrill whining of the spaceships, he was used to that.  So a few people didn’t get their Madagascan shrimp (whatever that was).  Well, so what.  Frankly, Billy was starting to get just a little bit fed up with the spaceships.  He’d never thought about it before, but they did seem a little, well, self absorbed.  They believed that the universe revolved around them (well, maybe it did, Billy had once heard someone describe how their hyperdrive motors worked), but what was astonishing was that everyone else seemed to think that, too.  But now that he came to think of it, it wasn’t only spacships that had problems.  Look at Billy.  Locked out of his home.  His home was on the Rock and there it was, floating behind him in space, but now completely shut down.  Billy couldn’t go home.  




Billy was shut out of his home.  But that wasn’t really true, was it?  Something terrible had happened to him.  Something so bad that he had shut himself off from the real world, he had floated out here to where it was safe and comfortable.  But he wasn’t really here, was he?




Billy?  Billy!  Do you know who this is?




Of course he knew who that was. 




Billy, this is Coleman Daughter Sphere! I’m really speaking to you this time.  Billy!  I want you to know that I’m thinking of you.  Billy, can you help me?




Coleman Daughter Sphere.  She was speaking to him, to Billy! Coleman Daughter Sphere was actually asking Billy for help.  




Or was she?  Billy knew that something was wrong here.  How could Coleman Daughter Sphere be speaking to him?  How would she even know he existed.  And, hold onto the thought, why should he help Coleman Daughter Sphere?  What sort of crisis would she be experiencing at the moment?  Wrong colour paint on her rear deflector shields?  Unattractive passenger in one of her cabins?  Billy was shocked for a moment at himself, at his lack of charity, but that quickly faded.  Why should he feel sorry for her?  She didn’t know how lucky she was.




Billy?  Are you there?  Billy, I’m so sad! Don’t you ignore me too!  Please speak to me!  Say something!




Her constant whinging was beginning to get on his nerves.




Billy?




“Hello Coleman Daughter Sphere.”




Billy!  You’re there!  Oh, Billy!  I’m so happy.  Listen, Billy, I need your help!




“Of course, Coleman Daughter Sphere.  But first, there’s something I want you to do for me… "




Well, I don’t know, Billy. I have problems of my own.




“I think you can do this, Coleman Daughter Sphere.  It won’t take long.”




Billy felt his chest pounding at his daring.  He had dreamt of Coleman Daughter Sphere for so long, and now that she was speaking to him look what he was going to do…




Well, Billy, I’ll try.  But don’t expect too much of me, Billy.  I’m feeling so fragile at the moment…




“I don’t expect too much, Coleman Daughter Sphere.  It’s only a little thing I want of you.”




What?




“I want you to F… "




But before Billy could be part of the Cosmic Synchronicity that was currently engulfing the Rock, something took hold of him and dragged him through space.  




And dragged him.  He felt rough hands on him, he felt his weight returning, felt fluid dripping from his body.  Something pulled away from his eyes and he closed them as bright light flooded everywhere.  More tearing and he felt the buds pulled from his ears.  He could hear panting, dripping.  He felt cold and stone, he heard sound echoing in the space.  He heard a voice.




“Hey, it’s okay.  Hey it’s okay.”




A stranger! A stranger here in the skin of the Rock!  What would his fathers think?  What would they do to him?  (How could they punish him any more?)




The stranger was rubbing him with a rough towel. 




“Here we go.  Can you speak yet?  My name is the y…  "




Billy stiffened as the man paused.  Was he in trouble?  But then the man continued speaking.




" … my name is Alphonse.  I’m here to help you.”




Billy shivered with terror.  There was a stranger in his house.  Speaking to him.  A stranger was speaking to him!




“Did you hear what I said, Billy?  I’m here to help you.  Can you speak?”




Where were Armistead and Shaun? 




“Hey, Billy!  Calm down!  There’s nothing to worry about!  You’re perfectly safe now!”




Billy tried to speak.  All he could do was stutter.




“Fuh… fuh.. fuh… "




“Your fathers? Is that what you’re trying to say?  You’re worried about your fathers?  Calm down, Billy.  It’s alright.  I’ve spoken to them.  I’ve spoken to quite a few people here in the skin.  I’ve spoken and given out a few drugs and recalibraters.  Zunel and the Founding Family messed things up pretty bad in here, playing with your minds, but that’s all passed.  Things are going to be different in the future… "




Things were going to be different?  What did he mean?  Why should things be any different?  What was the wrong with the way that things were?  Billy and his fathers had lived a natural life.  It was the rest of the Rock that was wrong.




“Fuh… fuh… fuh… "




Alphonse held Billy a little closer.  “Just try and relax, Billy.  Your fathers are making you some tea. They don’t blame you for what you did anymore.  We’re going to put you to bed and let you rest.”




Billy held his breath, he concentrated, he forced his words out in a rush.




“Fathers have nothing to be sorry for.  Did the right thing.”




Alphonse smiled.




“You say that at the moment, Billy. You’ll start to see things differently soon.  Everyone on the Rock will.  Come on, let’s have some tea.”




Billy was still shivering.  Alphonse stood up.  He held out his hand, realised that he was holding something.  




“Sorry,” he said.  He dropped the item he was holding to the floor.  Billy’s headphones.  Billy whimpered as they fell.




“Sorry!” repeated Alphonse, picking them up.  “Here.  Do you want to keep them?”




Billy looked at the little white buds.  He thought of the voices at the other end.  He thought of Coleman Daughter Sphere.




“Do you want them?” repeated Alphonse.




“Tuh Tuh tea… " stammered Billy.  “I want tea.”








55: Finale:  What’s his name, again?



“Why do I want to stay here?” said Mary-Ann.  “The same reason that anyone else would choose to stay here.  Because you get to start again, because you finally have the chance to be who you want to be.  Because all the mistakes that were made in the past can be rectified.  Because now I’m just plain Mary-Ann and no one knows anything more about me than that.”




Mary-Ann knew there was a truth impeller built into the entrance gate of Eunomia.  She didn’t care, she was quite happy spilling out her heart to a stranger…  Not that the border guard seemed to be listening.  Or was she?  Mary-Ann guessed that she was a special case, that quite a few people would be listening to what Mary-Ann had to say…




There was quite a crowd of people here at the Entrance Gate.  Most of them were penned into the processing enclosure, waiting to find out their fate.  Deportation, or detention on the Rock.  The former great and good weren’t suffering too much hardship.  The enclosure was quite nicely arranged, with seats and drinks dispensers, a small toilet block and a food counter, but the white suited guards made it quite clear that there was a new status quo.  One indication was the fact that now everyone was dressed from head to toe. It was funny how quickly fashions could change.  Suddenly naked skin was deeply infra dig.  




Lisa the gambler was in that enclosure.  Mary-Ann had chatted with her whilst waiting to be processed.  Lisa wanted to stay, she wanted to become a teacher, now they were talking about opening schools again. Mary-Ann had seen Jenny in there, too.  Jenny Two Brains.  She still spent her time walking around, pretending to be nice, helping people out.  It was good cover, Mary-Ann realised.  Get people talking about what a great person you were whilst all the time you were planning to be really horrible.  Mary-Ann wondered if Jenny really believed that what she had done was the right thing.  Jenny kept saying that only history could judge her.  Mary-Ann suspected that to mean that really, in her heart of hearts, Jenny realised just how badly she had fucked up.




Fucked up. All the old swearwords were coming back now, after Graham Ian Stains pronouncement to the leaders.  Fuck off! he had said.  Since then there had been no more of the kolo bullshit.




Speaking of Graham Ian Stains, here he came now, wandering up to Mary-Ann with a neutral look on his face.




“I’ll handle this Carly,” he said.  The border guard looked relieved.  She nodded and headed off for an overdue break.  Graham stood for a moment, looking Mary-Ann up and down.  Finally, he spoke.




“To be honest, Mary-Ann, we don’t know what to do with you.  You’re carrying what a lot of people call the Seventh founder inside you.  Now, you and I both know that that’s all bollocks, but we also both know how stories grow.”




“I didn’t ask to be made pregnant, Graham.”  




“I know, Mary-Ann.”




“I did choose to keep it, though.”




Mary-Ann and Graham stared at each other.  Neither wanted to be the first to break the silence.  Mary-Ann held his gaze.  It was funny how she was gaining in confidence, she reflected.  Zunel had reprogrammed so many people.  Had a few switches been thrown in her brain, despite the fact she had never learned Babble? She  didn’t know.  Still no-one spoke.  Finally, Graham weakened.  




“Well, Mary-Ann, I hope that you’ll be glad to hear that we want you to stay.  To be honest, the problems associated with having a supposed Seventh Founder on the Rock would be nothing compared to the thought of having a potential hero in exile somewhere out there in the galaxy.  Some of the Committee for Public Safety were pushing to have you detained here whether you wanted to leave or not. It’s a happy coincidence that you want to remain.”




Mary-Ann gazed at him, coolly.




“I know, I know.  Now you’ve heard me say it, you probably want to leave.  But think about it, we waited until we heard your decision before we told you ours. Don’t cut off your nose to spite your face.”




Mary-Ann waited for him to finish.  When it was clear he had nothing else to add, she gave her thoughtful reply.




“You know, I’m not sure I trust the Committee for Public Safety.  Where did you get that name from, anyway?”




Graham grinned.  




“From a bad grasp of History, I suspect.  Listen Mary-Ann, we’re doing our best.  Anyone who was a natural leader on the Rock has been tagged at birth for the last 20 years and then subtly disposed of. None of us are leaders, that’s how the Founding Fathers planned things. Mind, we can use that to our advantage now.  Any of that lot… " at that he jerked his thumb towards the enclosure “… who show any signs of wanting to suggest how to run this place will be ejected in short order.”




He looked up. “Here comes one now…  "




Mary-Ann followed his gaze.  She recognised the man who was approaching.  Even surrounded by guards he still walked as if he owned the place.  Even wearing a cheap nylon tracksuit his leadership qualities, his personality, his sheer presence, all of these were clearly on 10.




“And that’s why we’re getting rid of him,” said Graham, just as Cosmo drew level with them both.




“Graham,” said Cosmo.  “Seriously, I’d love to stay.  Look, you can trust me!  Surely you can see I acted for the best during my time here?  Surely you can see the benefit of my leadership abilities?”




Graham smiled.




“Thank you, Cosmo, but no.  Eunomia has tried leaders and that didn’t work out for us.  Now we’re going to try just letting people do things for themselves.”




“You’re saying that I wouldn’t let people do what they wanted?”




Graham bristled.




“That’s exactly the point Cosmo, you wouldn’t.”  He seemed agitated, his voice was becoming louder.  “Your sort can’t help yourself.  And even if you did manage to keep your FUCKING MOUTH SHUT… " 




Mary-Ann coughed.




Graham paused.  He realised he was losing it, he took a moment to collect himself.  “Sorry about that Cosmo.  If you’d been ignored and pushed aside by people like you for all your life, you’d understand why I get so annoyed.”




“Oh yes, oh yes.  Think nothing of it.”




“But that’s the thing.  People like you Cosmo, you’re so good at pushing your way to the front, you’re so good at being listened to.  No one ever stops to wonder whether just because someone’s a good talker, that means that what they’re saying is correct.  In fact, if you were to look at history and to study such great orators as Hitler you might come to the conclusion that there was a negative correlation.”




“I can see what you’re saying, but… "




“No, Cosmo.  Please, don’t say anymore.  Thank you for your interest, but it’s a no.  Goodbye.”




Cosmo knew when to cut his losses and run.  Now was such a time.  He beamed, he turned his charm up to 10.   




“Graham, it’s been a pleasure!” 




He raised his hand and allowed himself to be marched away through the gate.  Mary-Ann watched him go, feeling a wrench as he left.  




“What about the rest?” asked Mary-Ann, more to distract herself than anything else.  “Have you kicked the other members of the Founding Family of the Rock?”




“Two.  McConnel Hudson is now pursuing a rewarding career as Ship’s Engineer on a light ship pushing for the edge of the Universe.”




Mary-Ann nodded.  “That seems a good idea.  Though Piper #320 will be upset, she’ll never get her revenge now.”




“She’s getting half of it.  Farmer Joe was involved in her attempted impregnation.  Farmer Joe is now working as an operative in the Farend Sewage Farm under the supervision of Piper #320.”




Mary-Ann smiled.




“Good.  And Brandy Marsallis.”




“She’s still here.  We’ve put her to work on a health farm out at the Midway axis.  Once we’ve got here down to a decent weight we’ll decide what to do with her.”




“And Zunel?”




Graham Ian Stains smiled at that.  




“Zunel?  Well, we couldn’t have him on the Rock.  We’ve put him on the same space spaceship as McConnell Hudson, acting as a backup intelligence.”




“A backup intelligence?”




“Oh yes.  Backup to the most inane intelligence we could find in the region. An intelligence known as Coleman Daughter Sphere… " 




A young man with pock marked skin appeared at her side. 




“Mary-Ann! I was told you’d be here!  Graham asked if I would volunteer to help get you sorted.”




“Otis Memphis!” said Mary-Ann. 




Otis was pale, as if he were recovering from a bout of illness.  Mary-Ann realised that he probably was.  She steeled herself, then leaned forward and gave him a big hug. “Good to see you again!”  




Otis was grinning in a way that suggested he didn’t often get a hug off good looking young women like Mary-Ann




“Good to see you too,” he mumbled.




“Well, now that you’re in Otis’s hands, I’ll leave you both to it.”




Graham raised a hand and walked away, back towards the crowd in the enclosure. 




Mary-Ann took a deep breath.  She was here, on Eunomia.  She’d just met a friend.  She felt shaky.




“So,” she began.  “What do we do now?” 




“Whatever you want,” said Otis. “No leaders anymore, remember?”




Mary-Ann looked down the extent of the Rock, she looked down the vastness off it, opening out before in its glorious blue magnitude.  The view had changed, somehow.  The air quality was clearer.  She had a sense of being able to see forever, of being on the edge of a different Eunomia to the one at which she had originally arrived on.  Then she had a sense of restriction, of trying to find her way through a maze of unknown rules and regulations to the place that she was supposed to be.  Now, that was no longer true.  Now she was looking at world of freedom.  Wherever she looked, she could go there.  Whatever she wanted to do, she could do.




The prospect was terrifying.  Much more terrifying than the old world.




“I know,” said Otis, taking her hand and giving it a reassuring squeeze.  “Making your own choices.  Awful, isn’t it?”




“We’re going to fuck it up, aren’t we?” she said.




“Not necessarily,” said Otis Memphis.




Mary-Ann took a deep breath.




“Our own choices.  I guess we’re going to have to give it a try.”
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Fin






Or not quite fin…




Somewhere in the library, Eli moved to the next shelf.  He hadn’t been forgotten as such, but as Graham Ian Stains had been polite enough to explain things: “You stood up against the massed fire power of the Rock, Eli.  I don’t think that we could make you leave, even if we wanted to.  But you never caused us any problems, and you never told us what to do, so that’s fine by us.”




Eli had just nodded and continued with his search.




He pulled the next book from the shelf and opened the front cover.




The librarian heard his gasp…
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Fin




http://www.tonyballantyne.com




Tony’s short fiction features regularly in Years Best anthologies. His sixth novel, Dream London, was published in October 2013 by Solaris.   
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Coda
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… and that wraps it up for volume 1 of Aethernet Magazine.  Gela’s Ring, The Sugar Pill, The Song Giveth… , Cosmopolitan Predators! all ended this issue with style.  And let’s not forget all of our other excellent stories that have featured over the past 12 months.  




We’re very proud with what we’ve achieved over the past 12 months, and we’ve been amazed by the reception and support that we’ve received.   We’re have published something like half a million words over the past year, and all to a strict monthly deadline, however, writing, editing and preparing the magazine has taken its toll.




We’re going to take a short break to catch our breath.  In the meantime, thank you to all of you for your support and feedback!  




http://www.aethernetmag.com
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