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SEVEN DARK REFLECTIONS




















SomaCorp


 

I RAN A podcast for a while called Pocket Fiction, and when I was thinking about stories to start it off, this one immediately leapt to mind. The quiet, regular sounds of sleep - breathing, small machines beeping in the background - made for a great ambience. It’s also the perfect story to set the tone for this anthology of seven dark reflections of reality.




SomaCorp

I woke up at the end of a long shift, feeling more tired than ever. The grey walls of my cubicle, dimly lit, made me feel like I was in some sort of cocoon, and I swung my legs out of the chair.

Every muscle ached, and I rubbed my stiff neck ruefully. Why had I let Arnold talk me into taking extra shifts this week? It wasn’t healthy. But it pays the bills, a cynical part of me said.

I grabbed the tablet off the small plastic table, the only other furniture in my cell, and opened the timesheet app. I tapped ‘Awake’ and pressed send, heard the click as the little red clock at the end of my chair went back to zero. Sixteen hours sleep logged, so that some other rich bastards didn’t have to at all. My sleep time, seamlessly fed into their brains while microbes scrubbed the toxins from their neurones. You heard stories about what people did with it, myths shared over a pot of the vile decaff they served in the prep room. The President, Prime Minister, whoever, didn’t sleep at all, of course. They had dedicated Sleepers in the basement of the White House, or under 10 Downing Street. There were CEOs, big money men, who paid dearly to only have to sleep two or three hours a night. Pilots were allocated time off the government allowance. It all added up, and now Sleepers made up a growing percentage of the world’s workforce.

The screen of the tablet flashed red and made a small pinging noise. I slapped at it quickly, desperate not to disturb the sleep of the hundred or so men and women in the sleeproom. The screen switched to a message: Report to Robert Witt ASAP.

I frowned. To risk disturbing the entire sleep cycle, whatever Bob wanted to say to me must be important. I clicked the tablet off, tucked it under my arm and stood up. My spine clicked as I straightened, deliciously painful, and I moved off between the cubicles. It was dark, of course, but there was enough light to see my way, and to see into each of the little grey padded cells; every one the same, most containing a person asleep on their Somnochair, the little red clocks blinking. The entire atmosphere was a calming one, the only light ambient, and the little hum of the air conditioning added just enough white noise to soothe and not annoy. My feet, clad only in socks, made no noise on the heavy carpet, and I passed through the glass doors into the locker room.

Five minutes later, shoed and with a cup of coffee (the real stuff, this time) in hand, I knocked on Bob’s door. He gestured me in, all his attention on the tablet on his desk, but as I sat down in the big leather chair opposite him he switched his smile on, as fake as ever.

“Richard, good to see you up and around,” he said. “How’s the coffee?”

“Same as ever,” I said, and took a sip. “Needs real milk.”

“Yeah, we’re working on it. The delivery team are still on strike, I’m afraid.” He waved his hands dismissively, and I took a moment to look at how fresh he appeared. No bags under his eyes. He looked perhaps twenty-five, which is a clever trick when you’re nearly twice that, but it was common knowledge that, as a company, we were raking it in. Sleep displacement was big business.

The big smile was still in place. “How’s your daughter?”

“We still don’t talk, if that’s what you mean,” I said guardedly. Ellen had stormed out when I’d pointed out that her new boyfriend had a record as long as my arm. I’d tried to contact her, of course, but these days it was so easy to disappear. “It’s been ten years. She’s a grown woman and can go her own way.”

“Of course, of course,” he replied. “Well, I’m glad you’re here.”

“What’s up?”

“We’ve got a new client, and there’s a chance for promotion, Richard. Now, I’ve been reviewing your record-“

“I can’t take extra shifts, if that’s what you’re looking for. I’m already only getting the minimum amount of waking hours.”

Bob shook his head and picked up a tablet. “No, no. This is different. You see, this client is quite an influential one and has encouraged a... rethink, shall we say, of our working contracts.” He consulted the tablet, the screen reflecting in his little designer glasses. “Now, you’ve never been late, never had a day off; frankly, I think you’re ideal for this promotion. That kind of dedication is-“

“Get to the point, Bob,” I said wearily. The problem with sleep displacement was that the worker didn’t get most of the benefit from the sleep, and I was aching for an hour’s nap on my sofa at home. 

“Fair enough. We’d like to offer you a place as one of our comasomas.” He fluttered his hands again. “It’s one of those silly terms that marketing came up with, but what it really means is that we’re changing the way people think of comas, from negative to positive.”

I frowned. “You want to induce a coma in me?”

“Sure. The pay is significantly better than you’re on. Shifts are longer, of course. A month on, a week off.”

“Sounds dangerous.”

Bob spun the tablet round to show me the screen. The SomaCorp logo was in the top left, and the rest of the screen was filled with a graph. There was no labelling, no key. The line plummeted frighteningly low, dragged along the bottom and then skyrocketed at the end. “Of course not. The science bods assure me that they can bring you back no problem. You’ll never even know that the time’s gone; you’ll just wake up a month older and get a week off. Like one long holiday!”

I shook my head. “People don’t wake up from comas all the time, Bob. It still sounds dangerous.”

He smiled, a sleeker smile this time, like a shark closing for the kill, and tapped a button on the tablet. A number appeared on the screen.

“Right?” I said. “So?”

“Monthly,” he said.

I licked my lips and looked at the screen again. It was a hefty figure. Hazard pay. I could pay off my debts, put a bit aside for Ellen, maybe make contact with her again. Go visit.

“Who’s the client?”

“That’s need-to-know only, Richard. You know how it is.” Bob took the tablet back and placed it on the desk with a click. “Now, now, you don’t have to make a decision right away. Take a while. Sleep on it.” He smirked at his own joke.

I swilled the last of my coffee around in the little polystyrene cup, thought better of drinking it and placed it on his desk. “What the hell. Sign me up.”

“Fantastic,” Bob said, getting up and coming round the desk. I rose and grasped his outstretched hand in a firm shake. “I’ll get the contract mailed to you as soon as possible.” He looked me in the eye, still holding my hand. “Congratulations, Richard. This is the sort of opportunity you can only dream about.”

Ass, I thought.




I double checked the address on the email, then read it through again.

Dear Ellen, it began. An outpouring of regret that would have been sickening had it not been honest. I hoped she could see that. I’d listed her as my next of kin, in case something went wrong. I pressed send before I could talk myself out of it.

The bed was waiting for me, though it was more a table, or a hospital gurney. Several devices with blinking lights were built into it, and an IV hung down from a tall pole. Bob was there, talking quietly with a man in a white coat.

“I’m ready,” I said, handing the tablet back to Bob. “How does this work?”

“For you, it’s simple,” Bob said. “You lie here, Geoff here will inject you with a mild sedative, and then these machines will start to give out a signal that affects your brainwaves. You’ll be held at a state of unconsciousness until they’re switched off, basically.”

“Sounds like something from an old sci-fi film,” I said, forcing a smile. My hands shook slightly. “Alright then.”

I swung myself up onto the table and lay down, trying to get comfortable.

“See you in a while,” Bob said, as I felt the small sting of a needle in my arm.

The world began to go hazy, pinkish around the edges, and I saw Bob and the technician moving around the bed. My nose itched, and I went to scratch it, but it was like my hands were made of lead.

“He’s almost out,” I heard the tech say. No I’m not, I wanted to scream. I can hear you!

“Good stuff. Any problems? With the farm, I mean.” Bob’s voice was anything but friendly now, all business.

“No, no. We had a death this morning, but we think we know why. Machine error. It was one of the early ones, too, I think his clock said three years and some change.”

Three years, I thought. Wait, what? A month on, a week off, I was told.

“Well, we’ve got a replacement right here, at least,” Bob said. “Keep him with the others. Should his eyes be open like that?”

“Oh, that happens sometimes,” the tech said. “He’s not awake. I’ll close them in a minute, don’t worry. Don’t want them drying out.”

“Good, good. Well, I’ll leave you to it.”

I felt the gurney being moved, watched the striplights overhead come in and out of my view. I couldn’t move my head, but in my peripheral vision I could see beds, endless rows of beds, on every side. Each one was like mine, with an IV, a few little screens and a person asleep. No, I thought, not asleep. Every one had a clock on the end of it, by the person’s feet. It counted days, weeks, months and years, and none of them showed less than two months. I panicked, desperately trying to sit up, claw at myself, lurch off the bed, but my body did nothing. In the prison of my own head, I screamed and thrashed around, but it was no use.

The gurney came to a rest, my place in amongst the nearly-dead, and I saw the tech tap a few things on his tablet. Then he looked down at me and tutted.

Then he reached down and carefully, almost lovingly, closed my eyelids, and left me in darkness. I heard his footsteps walk away, and then there was only the quiet ambient hum of the machines droning on, and the sound of a hundred people drawing long, slow breaths.  




















Matryoshka


 

I’VE USED MATRYOSHKA dolls - Russian nesting dolls - in teaching before, as an artistic and social learning tool, and I think they’re great. This story asks a simple question: What if a matryoshka doll had infinite layers? 




Matryoshka

Leonard heard the door open behind him, the rustle as his assistant picked her way across the paper-strewn floor.

“Professor?”

He kept his eyes on the object on his desk, not even daring to look away in case it blinked out of existence the way it had blinked in. “Margaret. Come here,” he said. “Look at this.”

“Ugh, it’s a pigsty in here... what’s all this paper doing on the floor?” She stood next to him, looking at the thing desk, her lab-coat moving into his peripheral vision. “Oh, that’s nice. A matryoshka doll. Is it yours?”

“No.” Leonard sat back, finally looking away from the large wooden doll. “No, it’s not mine. I’ve never seen it before in my life, and honestly I wanted to wait until someone else could see it. For a minute there I thought I was going crazy.”

Margaret gave him a look. “I think the same about you almost daily.” Then she frowned, squinting at him. “What’s wrong?”

“Like I said. The doll just appeared on my desk. Literally appeared.” He looked behind to where the slew of paper covered the floor, each piece covered in handwritten notes. “I was sat here working. One of my PHD students has handed in a thesis, but it’s... not great. Anyway, all of a sudden I heard the sound of all this paper hitting the ground. I checked some of it... it’s my handwriting on the pages, but I don’t remember writing any of it. And then I looked up, and it was just there.” He paused. “Though, thank you for remembering what they’re called. It’s been bugging me since it arrived.”

They both watched the matryoshka for a moment. About the size of a rugby ball, it was made of smooth light-coloured wood. A clear varnish had been applied to it, and the harsh electric light reflected off of the curved surface in warped lines.

“Are you... feeling ok, Leonard?”

“Yes. That’s the thing. See, at first I thought I was probably hallucinating, or that I’d had a stroke or something. God forbid. But... I feel completely fine. And you’ve been just outside the whole time, so unless there’s a ninja hidden under my desk...”

He tailed off, and then as one they bent to look under the desk. A pair of well-worn football boots sat next to the waste-paper bin and a small box that had a piece of tinsel spilling out from under its lid.

Margaret clipped his shoulder with her hand. “Oh, you’re on a wind-up, Leonard.” But he watched as her grin faded, as she stared into his eyes. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Serious as serious gets.”

“Things don’t just turn up,” Margaret said. “That’s for magic stories.”

“Or science fiction.” Leonard leaned forward, hand outstretched. “Well, only one way to solve this mystery.”

Quicker than he’d ever seen her move, Margaret’s hand was on his, pulling his arm away. “Professor, no! What if it’s a- a bomb?”

“Margaret!” Leonard snatched his hand away from hers. “Come on now. Who’d want to bomb us? It’s Imperial College, not the Houses of Parliament. We’re hardly a threat.” He took a slow breath, trying not to notice that he was trembling. “Besides. Aren’t you a little curious?”

She frowned, but didn’t protest when he reached forward again. For a moment, Leonard’s fingers hovered over the surface of the matryoshka. A dozen scenarios flew through his mind in the time it took to close the distance. What if it was a bomb? What if it disappeared? A hologram? A product of his fevered mind? Or something stranger?

His hands closed over it. Wood, machined or carved, sanded to a smooth perfection. Carefully, he picked it up off the desk, almost dropping it in the process.

“It’s light,” he murmured. “Feels like it might be empty, almost. What a shame.” He put it in his lap and clutched the bottom half between his thighs, twisting the top off as he did so.

Inside was another, slightly smaller, doll.

“Oh, look at that,” Margaret said, as Leonard lifted it out. “This one is painted.” She leaned on the back of his chair for a better view.

He laid the empty shell to one side and turned the second layer around in his hands. The paint was finely-detailed; a pair of brown shoes at the bottom disappearing into dark trousers that lead up to a maroon jumper over a shirt unbuttoned at the collar. Hair that had already started greying despite the man’s youth surrounded a face that seemed lined before its time. Or perhaps, Leonard thought, looking into the painted eyes, perhaps I’m just getting old.

“Why, it... it looks like you,” Margaret said, a note of fear entering her voice. “That’s just what you’re wearing. And look!”

She reached over his shoulder and tapped at the hips of the doll, where the wood bulged out into the classic shape. “It’s holding...”

“A little wooden matryoshka doll,” Leonard said. He looked at her, seeing the same fear mirrored in her face. “Who would do something like this? It’s beyond creepy.”

“What’s in the next layer?”

Leonard spread his hand as wide as it would go and was just able to grasp the flared base. With the other, he wiggled the top of the doll free, carefully laying the painted wood to one side.

The next layer was blank.

“Oh, thank God,” Margaret said. “I don’t know what I’d have done if it had been me on the next layer.”

Leonard turned the doll over in his hands. This layer was made of wood as well, darker than the previous two, but still bigger than any he’d seen before. There were no maker’s marks on the smooth surface, no distinguishing features at all. He placed it on the desk, then checked the two empty layers.

“Nothing,” he said, putting them down. “Nothing to say who might have made it, or why I’ve got it. Nothing else for it; I’ll just have to keep going.”

Leonard reached for the doll, and as his fingers closed around it, a knock sounded at his door.

“Come in?”

The door swung open to reveal a tall man, paunchy stomach protruding over his belt. He was holding a box file and a mug of coffee. The mug had ‘World’s Best Boss’ printed on it, though someone had long ago scratched off most of the word ‘best’.

“Ross,” Leonard said. 

“Leonard, I was wondering if-“ The man looked up, noticing the scene for the first time. “Er, that is... you’re not busy, are you?”

Leonard looked at Margaret, who shrugged. “Actually Ross,” he said, “I wonder if you know anything about this.”

“Looks like one of those little things. Russian doll. Mattress-something-or-other,” Ross said, stepping into the office and letting the door swing shut. “Why?”

“Matryoshka. It appeared on my desk. Literally appeared. One minute, not there, next minute, there. And check this out.” Leonard handed Ross the painted layer.

“This is a pretty good likeness,” Ross said, passing it back. “What’s in the middle?”

“Well, that’s just it. This is as far as we’ve gotten,” Leonard said. “Then you came in.” He shrugged and gripped the doll hard. “Can’t hurt.”

The next layer came off easily, and the one after that, and the next. Each one was made of darker wood than the last, thinner but somehow sturdier as well.

“There’s a lot of work gone into this, whoever it is,” Ross said. “These things aren’t cheap, and to make one of this size is impressive.” He grabbed the back of a chair and pulled it over, placing the box file and mug down on a side table. “My grandmother had one of these, a nativity scene. Joseph on the outside, then Mary, then the wise men, and right at the centre a little baby Jesus. She always used to say that whatever’s at the centre is what’s inside us, like a metaphor.” Ross shrugged. “I always used to laugh at how fat Mary was compared to the wise men.”

Leonard looked nervously at the painted layer, sitting on the table to one side, then back at the matryoshka. “What d’you think’s in the middle of this one?”

“Only one way to find out.” 
















Ross took the doll out of Leonard’s unresisting hands and grappled with it for a moment. “Damned thing’s stuck,” he said, tugging at it for a moment more. He frowned and handed it back to Leonard. “Here, you try.”

Leonard twisted it once, sharply, and it came apart.

“Huh. You must have loosened it,” he said, laying the empty shell to one side.

The next layer was the darkest yet, textured like wood but almost black, and Leonard wasted no time in separating its two halves. Beneath that was layer that was so white it seemed to almost be unreal, flexing slightly as he applied gently pressure.

“Plastic,” Leonard said, gently running his hands over the surface.

By now the matryoshka was only a few inches high, but, as Leonard weighed it thoughtfully in his hand, apparently heavier than it had been at the beginning.

“But how is that possible?” Margaret said, holding her hand out for it. She hefted it, then nodded. “He’s right. Definitely heavier.”

The next layer was plastic again, off-white this time, but unlike the previous one it felt solid under Leonard’s fingers. Then came a grey layer, even harder.

“Density,” Leonard murmured. “They’re arranged in density. Each layer is more solid, more dense. It won’t be long before we get to something like glass, or metal.”

His nimble fingers shelled layer after layer of plastic, each one thin but steadily becoming less flexible, more unyielding. The desk quickly became littered with rounded cups and extruded heads, until Leonard scowled and put the doll down.

“Getting damned untidy already,” he muttered. “Margaret, would you give me a hand?”

Together they paired up the dolls, arranging them in order of size on the table, while Ross picked the matryoshka up and turned it over in his hands.

“You know, whatever’s in here could be worth a bit,” he said. “Might be, I don’t know. Something spectacular. Unknown elements. Secrets of the universe.”

Leonard plucked it back out of his hands. “It’s a curio, Ross. It’ll be like one of those chocolate eggs, and in the middle will be a little toy car or something. Someone’s on a windup.”

“Where’s your sense of adventure? Your Christmas spirit?” Ross shook his head, tutting in mock admonition. “Look, at least set up a video camera. Worst-case scenario, we can put the video on YouTube, get a bit of publicity. I’ll go get one.”

Leonard turned the little plastic doll over in his hands, marvelling at how smooth the material was under his fingers. Little streak-marks appeared on its surface, smudged fingerprints that marred its perfection. “What if it keeps going forever?”

 “It can’t,” Margaret said. “There’s a unit for the smallest thing possible, Planck length.” She shrugged. “Beyond that, it’s quantum physics.” She began to pick up the paper that still littered the floor, and together they stacked it on a shelf. Leonard picked up the first page. It was in his hand, definitely, but the pages didn’t seem to be in any order, or taken at random from different projects. He scowled. Another mystery.

Ross bustled back in, trailing wires and a couple of little lights, and within a few minutes the image of the doll were lighting up every screen in the lab.

“I’ll be outside,” Ross said. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Leonard stared warily at the camera’s glass eye. He dithered for a moment, putting his hands down flat, then on the doll, then out of view, until Margaret raised an eyebrow.

“Yes, ok,” he said, and began to work on the doll again.

Progress was slower now. For over an hour he talked about the situation; the appearance, the many layers prior to this, their hypotheses about density. All the while, the matryoshka sat, black plastic reflecting the shiny lights they had focused on it.

Finally it was time to continue, and Leonard grasped the doll firmly, twisting the halves apart. The plastic came away, revealing a crystal-clear glass layer. Through the glass, shiny metal winked in the light.

“Looks like... tinfoil, but I’m sure it’s not that.” Leonard peered closer, nose almost touching the smooth glass. “Silicon?”

“If this is glass, that won’t be silicon,” Margaret said. “It’s not dense enough.”

Leonard unscrewed the glass, freeing the metal coating within, and placed it carefully to one side.

“It’s strontium,” he said, watching as a yellowish sheen spread over the surface of the metal. “Look, it’s oxidising.”

Margaret pulled out her phone and tapped away for a few seconds, then frowned. “So, it’ll probably be aluminium next, then scandium-”

She stopped, and both of them turned towards the door, through which the sound of raised voices could be heard. Leonard sighed, put the matryoshka down, and opened the door.

Outside, there was a flurry of activity. The normally-quiet lab, a space built for only a half-dozen scientists and workstations, had filled with people. Intermingled between the plastic Christmas tree and the shaky paper chains left over from the party, there were professors and students alike. Leonard spotted people from Biology, from Chemistry, from Electronics and Engineering, a broad spectrum of ugly Christmas jumpers and more formal wear. Everyone was talking, the babble of conversation impossible to pick up on any one topic.

Leonard reached out and snagged the sleeve of a tall biologist, her iron-grey hair in a tight plait. “What’s going on, Deirdre?”

“Oh, Leonard!” She smiled. “Well, I’m not sure myself. Ross started grabbing people about ten minutes ago, said there was some kind of mysterious doll, and that we should all come down here.” She pointed to the large TV on the wall. Normally reserved for presentations, it was filled with the live feed from the video camera in Leonard’s office.

“Aliens,” someone else said. His nametag said he was Doctor Heuer. “Someone told me it appeared in a flash of light.”

Leonard frowned. “Nothing of the sort. It just appeared... look, this is all a lot of noise and effort for a simple matryoshka doll. I think we’re all taking this a bit seriously, to be honest.”

But as he watched the others, he realised that they weren’t serious at all. It was as though this were a natural extension of the Christmas celebrations. People were talking, laughing, sharing their theories, and many were holding glasses of the leftover wine from the night before.

Ross squeezed between two PHD students holding a paper cup that brimmed with something fizzy. “Leonard! We were wondering when you’d start opening it again.” He grinned. “Come on, man, get to it!”

Despite himself, Leonard laughed. “Alright! Alright. I’m going.” Shaking his head, he went back into his office and closed the door, quieting the noise. Margaret was still bent over the doll, a small Geiger counter in her hand clicking rhythmically.

“Oh! Professor. I was just checking it for radiation.“

“Any luck?”

She turned the counter off. “There’s background radiation and not a lot else. I was expecting that, maybe, if we ended up on radioactive elements... they’d be tiny, but powerful, so we should be able to detect them.”

“Nothing for it but to keep going, I suppose,” Leonard said, sitting down at the desk. He composed himself, hands flat on the table, then picked up the doll. A muffled cheer from the next room accompanied the movement, and Leonard smiled as he worked.













Layer upon layer fell away, the doll getting tinier with every halving. The layer of strontium turned out to be incredibly thin, feeling as though it could almost crumple in his hands. Beneath it, another metal layer, bluish grey, and then another, and another. The doll shrank in his hands as the hours passed and the layers peeled away, metals becoming more dense as they plunged through the periodic table. An inch, a centimetre, mere millimetres. At some point one of the crowd watching outside dragged in a microscope and hooked it up to the camera, and when it became too tiny to be opened someone else brought in one of the micromanipulator sets from the lab. The little screen attached to the tools flickered into life, and Leonard began again.

Smaller still, the layers went, the materials tumbling down the periodic table. Leonard heard the discussions in the lab wax and wane, people drifting away. The picture on the screen of the micromanipulator grew more and more grainy as Leonard was forced to zoom in further, the matryoshka ever shrinking. The layer of gold broke the long cycle of grey metal, winking in the light, but it was too tiny to be of any value, barely even big enough to see, and Leonard set it aside without a second thought. The one inside was silver again, only a micrometre tall now.

The door opened quietly and Ross came in, closing it behind him. Leonard sat back, rolled his head until his neck clicked, then rubbed his face to try and dispel some of the tiredness he felt. All was quiet in the lab, and he looked at the clock on his desk.

“It’s gone midnight,” he said in surprise. “We’ve been at this hours.” 

“Everyone else went home,” Ross said. “You should... we should go home.”

Margaret shrugged. “I guess.” She lay down the clipboard she had been taking notes on, and tapped her fingers idly on the top of the boxy micromanipulator. “It’s so irritating. I want to know what’s inside it.”

Leonard grinned. “That curiosity. It’s why we’re here. It’s smaller than most cells in a human body now, y’know. Smaller almost than we can work on, with the tools we’ve got here. Completely impossible. Any smaller than this and we’re into the realm of things that are the size of viruses, and then single atoms.”

Her face fell. “So that’s it, then? After this, we can’t open any more layers?”

He shook his head. “Maybe one more. We’d need something specialised after that, and it’s so far out of our field of specialisation... I just don’t know.”

“One more layer, then, perhaps? And then done for the night?”

Leonard nodded, fingers already reaching for the controls. There was a moment of resistance from the sub-microscopic doll, and then the two halves popped apart.

Leonard froze, the hairs on the back of his arm standing on end as he stared at the tiny image on the screen. Behind him, he heard Margaret gasp.

The doll was empty.

No more layers. No more elements. Nothing.

“Well, that’s a bugger,” Leonard said, letting his hands drop from the dial. “All that build up for nothing.”

Ross leaned closer. “Turn it over? Maybe there’s something on the inside of the shell.”

Leonard did so, and what he saw sent a ripple of excitement through him.

There was something there. In the bottom half of the matryoshka doll’s tiniest layer, something even tinier lay.

“Can the image get any bigger?” Ross asked, but Leonard was already shaking his head. They squinted, leaning closer to the flickering display.

The inside of the doll was arranged almost like a room of a doll’s house. Little tables and chairs, and tiny people, three of them. The image was in terrible resolution, almost impossible to see details, but it looked familiar.

“It’s us,” Margaret breathed. “Look. There’s your desk. And there’s... me...” She looked up, her face pale, eyes wide. “But that’s impossible.”

Ross began to pace back and forth. “What if they’re looking at the inside of a matryoshka? And in that one is another tiny version of us. And another, and another.”

Leonard looked up, half expecting to see a colossal version of himself looking down, but there was only the ceiling above him, white paint flaking off in big curling chunks.

“But it’s not quite the same,” Margaret said. She had been watching the screen intently. “Look. None of the little people are pacing, like Ross is; it’s like they’re frozen.”

“No, they’re moving,” Leonard said, sitting back down. “Look. One of the people just walked out of the room.”

They watched as the two people left flickered into life in the little room inside the matryoshka, one of them sat at the desk, the other moving slowly around.

“It’s going backwards.” Ross jabbed at the screen excitedly. “I just came in, right? And on the screen, I just went out.” And sure enough, as Leonard stared, it seemed as though the tiny figure that was probably Margaret was moving backwards, clipboard in hand. The movement was improbably fast, though, minutes apparently zooming past inside the doll as seconds ticked by in reality.

“Imagine how much power is in that little thing,” Ross said. “We could run the world forever on it. Solve the energy crisis forever, if only we knew how it worked.”

The little figures in the doll were moving faster now. Someone backed in to the room, picked up the micromanipulator apparatus and carried it out in herky-jerky stop motion, a moment layer returning to remove the microscope. Then the tiny Leonard got up and left the room, reappearing just seconds later.

“This is earlier today,” Leonard said. “I went outside to see what was going on.”

And now the tiny figure held something visible; a matryoshka doll. His hands were moving quicker than the eye could follow, reconstructing the layers.

“What happens when it finishes?” Margaret whispered, but even as she said it the little tableau froze. The tiny Leonard was sat at his desk, alone. No Margaret. No Ross. No matryoshka.

A noise behind them, wood-on-metal, made Leonard turn, and he gaped at what he saw. The layers of the matryoshka doll that had been strewn around the room were floating up into the air, one by one, drifting up from the tables and shelves, and from the bed of the microscope. The largest one opened, hinging like a pair of jaws, and the next smallest – the painted layer - drifted gently into it before opening itself. One by one the layers swallowed each other, wood, plastic and metal alike, each one opening to admit the next. Like the rings of a tree, the interior of the matryoshka grew in complexity, until with one movement it snapped shut and hung there, somehow defying gravity.

A wind began to blow in the room, slight at first but growing in intensity until it was a gale that whipped their hair and plucked at their clothing, a tornado that snatched loose papers up from all over the room and whirled them around. All three scientists fell back to the edges of the room, and Leonard could only watch as the vortex centred on the floating matryoshka, which began to tumble end over end.

Slowly, it moved towards the microscope to where, on the screen, Leonard could see the microcosm that had been in the centre of the doll. 

“It’s shrinking!” Ross cried, voice almost lost in the wind. Leonard shielded his eyes as papers whipped past, razor-edges threatening to slash at him. Ross was right, he realised; as it tumbled, the matryoshka was shrinking, and the papers with it. The papers tunnelled down onto the microscope’s viewing plate, measuring only nanometres as they went into the tableau and showered down behind the miniature Leonard. And then there was only the wooden doll, spinning in the air, caught between this world and the one in the microscope. It shrank to hand size, cup size, to a thimble, tumbling end over end as it disappeared from view. On the screen, the tiny man in the tiny room got up and looked at the paper that had suddenly appeared on his office floor, and so didn’t see the matryoshka that landed on his desk, rocked backwards for a moment, then came to rest. 

The scene in the tiniest layer of the doll was hidden as the top half moved of its own volition, sealing its secrets away, and then the viewing plate was empty.

The matryoshka was gone.

There was silence in the office. Leonard looked from Margaret, who was slumped in the corner, her hair a tangled mess, to Ross, who had taken shelter under the table.

Margaret struggled to her feet. “What the bloody hell was that? And where has it gone?”

“Back in time, maybe?” Ross shook his head as he extracted himself from under the desk. “It’s a shame we haven’t got it anymore. Our proof that we’re not crazy just disappeared. I got the whole thing on video, but... who’d believe us?”

“Well,” Leonard said, “At least I know how it got here,” he said, “and where all that paper came from.” Then he frowned. “But it doesn’t answer the big question.”

He looked from one uncomprehending face to the other, a creeping fear beginning to rise in him as the full implication dawned on him.

“If we just sent it back in time... then this might be the second time we’ve done it. Or it might be the hundredth. Or the thousandth, or millionth. But if that’s true... it’s a paradox. Someone had to have made it the first time, and sent it here. All we’re doing is closing the loop.” The lingering sense of having touched something unknowable, something far beyond human experience, filled the back of Leonard’s mind as he matched the others’ uncomprehending stares.

Margaret’s whispered question broke the silence as she said what they were all thinking. “But... where did it come from in the first place?”




















Disloyal


 

I LOVE COFFEE, and I support my local independent coffee shops as much as possible. This is a great excuse to drink coffee, but it also means that I have a wallet full of loyalty cards. You know, those ones they stamp or clip whenever you get a coffee, and the 8th one is free? But I have loads of them, from different shops. Am I disloyal, or am I extremely loyal?




Disloyal

Derrick pulled his credit card out and looked expectantly at the barista. “How much?”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Jason said, nudging Derrick out of the way. “I’ve got this.” He reached into his suit jacket and fumbled for his wallet. He grinned as he held up both his credit card and a little slip of cardboard. “I’m after the free coffee.”

Derrick shrugged. “Eh, whatever. I’ve got a load of those loyalty cards; seems like every blasted shop’s offering one now.” 

They took their coffees to a cramped window table and sat down. Jason poked at the mountain of whipped cream spilling over the rim of his mug and grimaced. “I think there’s a coffee under here somewhere.”

“Eh. It’s all just overpriced coffee-flavoured milk anyway. Who’re we kidding?” Derrick took a sip. It was like a punch in the mouth with a sugar fist. “Gotta feed the habit though,” he said, wiping his lips on a napkin. On a whim, he got his wallet out again and shook it, allowing the loyalty cards to shower down onto the table.

“Look at this. Cafe Italia. Storebucks. Coaster. Appleby’s. Mousetrap. Brock Lane Coffee. Hernando’s.” He flicked through them, counting under his breath. “Ten, and not a single one of them is full yet. All they do is make my wallet heavy.”

“Check this out,” Jason said, and pulled out his much slimmer leather fold. With a magician’s flourish he withdrew a single piece of cardboard, the one he’d paid with, and laid it on the table.

It was the right size and shape, five little holes punched out of its bottom edge with space for one more, but where the logo of a coffee shop should be there were only two words in serif font: Disloyalty Card. Derrick picked it up and turned it over, but the other side was completely blank.

“This is, like, cardstock,” he said, weighing it in his hand. “My business cards aren’t this thick.”

“It’s neat, isn’t it?” Jason smirked and sipped at his coffee, the cream leaving a gross little moustache on his upper lip. “And check out the holes. They’re all different.”

Derrick peered more closely at the card. Sure enough, two of them were little hearts, two were a star and one was a tiny letter M, or possibly a W. Or a stylised number 3; who could tell these days?

He passed it back to Jason. “How does it work, then?”

Jason grinned. “Right. Well. There I am walking back through the park the other night.”

Derrick rolled his eyes. “Not this again. I don’t want your life story, Jace.”

“No no, this is a good,” Jason said, and settled more comfortably onto his stool. “Right. So I’m walking home through the park, and it’s late. Midnight. Moon’s out, and it’s sort of light enough to see by, and I’ve had a few drinks, y’know. Just enough that I still know what’s going on.”

“So you were drunk,” Derrick said. “Good grief, what’s this got to do with anything?”

“I’m getting to it! So I’m absolutely gagging for a coffee. Just the thing right then. And I probably mumbled something like, God, I’d give anything for a coffee. And this old man walks out of the darkness. Big grey beard, rough clothes, like a tramp, and a little hat like a chimney, but bent. Old-fashioned, like.”

Jason paused and took another sip, then pulled a face. “Nearly cold already. Stupid whipped cream. Right, so this guy says to me ‘Jason, would you really do anything for a coffee?’”

“Hang on,” Derrick said. “He called you Jason? But I thought you said he was a stranger?”

“Oh yeah,” Jason said. “Huh. Maybe I told him my name. Anyway, whatever. He gives me this card, and tells me that it’s like a loyalty card, except that it’s accepted everywhere, and that instead of the last coffee being free, the first one is. And it automatically renews, apparently. So I took it, and I think I was probably like, whatever.”

“Cool story bro,” Derrick said. He tapped a finger on the card, still lying between them on the table. “So did you get your free coffee?”

“Sure did,” Jason said. “First place I handed it in, got a free coffee. They didn’t even blink. They had their own loyalty cards, but no, they took mine just like any other.”

“Huh.” Derrick picked the card up again. There was no doubting that it was a thing of beauty; its surface seemed to glisten slightly in the ambient light, and it felt like it was faintly warm.

“So your next one’s the last one? How’re you going to get a new card?”

“I... don’t know.” Jason grinned and swept the card off the table. “Let’s find out.”

He fairly bounced up to the bar and started talking to the black-shirted young lady at the till. As he sipped at his rapidly-cooling coffee, Derrick watched the transaction with an interest that quickly turned to mirth as Jason came back.

“She just damned well took it and tore it in half! Didn’t even blink!” He scowled and plonked his bottle of water down onto the table. “Now what the hell am I supposed to-“

He broke off suddenly, eyes bulging, mid-rant, then clutched at his chest.

“Jace?” Derrick sat up suddenly as Jason’s face reddened and sweat beaded on his brow. “Jason, what the hell man, you ok?”

The man shook his head, now clawing at his red silk tie. His hands crept higher, and he opened his mouth, breath coming out in little pants. A hoarseness started rattling at the back of his throat. It grew more intense, and Derrick was dimly aware that all activity in the shop had stopped, that everyone was staring. He looked around frantically. “Call an ambulance!” he shouted, already grappling with Jason’s tie. “He’s choking!”

As if to punctuate Derrick’s shout, Jason gave one immense hacking cough, and something white popped out of his mouth to land on the table.

Derrick looked down at it. In a puddle of saliva, glistening, sat a fresh card, the words ‘Disloyalty Card 2’ neatly stamped into the middle of it.

Wordlessly, Jason reached out a shaking hand and picked it up, eyes wide.

“What the...”

A wet sound, something akin to a mouldy watermelon being pulled open, made them both turn. Taller than either of them, a rip had opened in the middle of the coffee shop, through which could be seen a confusing tangle of colours and shapes that writhed and danced on the edge of madness. A foul smell emanated from it, rotting meat and something that he’d only smelled once before, at a hospital bedside. Derrick backed away.

“What the hell is that?” he shouted. Several of the other patrons looked over, and one of the baristas came around the end of the bar, walking straight through the apparition.

“Sir, is everything ok?” the barista asked.

“You can’t see that... thing?” Frozen in place, Derrick could only watch as an old man stepped out of the miasma. His beard was huge and grey, bits of twig and crumbs of food poking out of it, and atop his head sat a bent stovepipe hat. Yellow skin showed through where his clothes were torn, and he grinned, displaying black teeth.

“Hello again Jason,” the man said.

Jason was pale and cowering behind his chair. “Who... what do you want?”

“Now now,” the man said, waggling a bony finger. “No need for feigning ignorance. I’m just here to get my dues, like we agreed.”

“I didn’t promise anything! You offered me free coffee!”

“You said, you’d give anything. And I accepted. Your soul, that is,” the Devil said, for suddenly Derrick was sure it was him.

“But...” Jason took a breath, levering himself upright. “We never agreed on terms. Where’s your binding contract?”

“Gentleman’s agreement,” the Devil said. Then a smile crept over his face, like an oil slick over a lake. “But, let’s say we give you the benefit of the doubt, hmm?”

Jason nodded, and as Derrick saw some of the bravado come back into his manner. “Sounds like we might be able to work something out. If you call my PA, we can set up a meeting...”

“I think not,” the Devil said, reaching into the pocket of his stained trousers. He drew out a little metal tool and clicked it twice, testing it. It was a shaped punch, like the ones that all coffee shops seemed to use. He grinned.

“I’ll just take a piece at a time,” he said, and moved. Beyond fast, impossible to react to, he was in front of Jason and then his hand was driving into his chest, through it. Jason screamed and stumbled backwards, but as he did so the Devil yanked something out of Jason’s chest, holding it tightly in his fist. It was a thin and silvery something, like an outline made of glistening thread in the shape of Jason’s body, and it was hanging loosely, unresisting.

The Devil hummed a little snatch of a tune as he brought the punch around and snapped it closed over the silvery outline, letting go of it a moment later. It flew back into Jason’s chest, and for a moment Derrick could see a little piece of black on the silvery outline, in the shape of a star.

Stowing the punch in his pocket, the Devil gave a little wave. “That’s one,” he said, grinning. “Ahh, the things you don’t realise you’ll miss until they’re gone... I’ll see you when you’ve filled the card again, Jason lad.” And with that he stepped back through the portal. It closed behind him with a faint sucking sound.

Slowly, the bustle of the coffee shop crept back in as Derrick and Jason stood, wide-eyed, staring at each other.

Jason was the first to speak. “What... what was that?”

“Heck if I know,” Derrick said, shakily sitting down. “What did he do with your... whatever that silvery thing was? And what did he mean, ‘the things you don’t realise you’ll miss’?”

Jason shook his head. “I dunno. But I suddenly really need a coffee.” Panic crossed his face, and he pointed to Derrick’s cup. “There coffee in that?”

“Sure,” Derrick said, “but it’ll be cold-“

“Don’t care,” Jason said, grabbing it. He took a huge gulp, and Derrick watched the look on his face go from panic to consternation, and back to panic. Jason slowly lowered the cup to the table, the full horror finally dawning on him.

“I can’t taste it,” he whispered. “I can’t taste the coffee. That’s what he took...”




















Safe Seat


 

A ‘SAFE SEAT’ here in the UK is a parliamentary seat where the current winner is expected to continue on in the position. Government elections in the UK have been a mixed bag of late, with polls - both those taken before the vote and exit polls - showing wildly different things to the actual result. I wrote this story on the eve of the 2015 general election, when it seemed like any of the three parties stood a chance to win it, the vote split equally, and a coalition was once again on the table.




Safe Seat

David sat back in his chair and stared at the TV screen in disbelief. As result after result came in, the BBC’s election coverage all-encompassing as ever, it was clear that there could be no majority government.

“What the hell are we going to do now?” 

David looked through the haze of e-cig fumes towards the speaker. “You, Nicky? Nothing. You’re done. You lost Loughborough for us.” He leaned forward and picked up his coffee mug from the table, wincing as he took a sip of the cold swill. “Why are you even here, anyway? Bugger off.”

She shrugged, looking down at the folder of notes in front of her. “I don’t know. Habit, I guess.”

The cabinet room was unusually warm, so many bodies crammed into it. As soon as Whitney had announced, David had been whisked away back to London to watch the rest of the results come in, but what should have been a satisfying cruise to victory had become a nail-biting four-way split. He looked over at Theresa, who was fiddling around on one of the many iPads scattered over the table. “Any change?” 

She shrugged. “See for yourself.” David took the tablet from her and turned it round. A pie chart was on the screen, almost perfectly split into quarters. One of them was red; too many disgruntled unions, too many photo-ops in pink buses. ‘No such thing as bad press’, and all that. The yellow section was depressingly large. No-one had thought that Nick would be able to steal away with as many seats as he had, but the young found him refreshingly different – particularly those who hadn’t been old enough to vote last time around. Then the blue quarter, too small to make a difference – but perhaps that was how he wanted it.

It was the remaining chunk, a confusing mishmash of colours and sizes, that had cocked it all up. UKIP, Green, Sinn Féin, the SNP, they were just a few of the marginal parties that had stolen away so many votes. 

“I just want to know where it all went wrong,” David murmured.

“Could be worse,” George said. The Chancellor of the Exchequer’s black hair was irritatingly neat, matching his smug expression. He’d won his seat, of course, and with a firm majority. “Could be like Nigel. UKIP will have a struggle to stay viable with him gone.”

David held his gaze for a moment, then shook his head. “Y’know, George, I wonder sometimes if you exist just to point out the bloody obvious.”

“Just trying to be helpful,” George muttered.

David smoothed down his own hair, worrying at the bald spot that his makeup artist so artfully hid every day. “Bugger off, then, and get some more coffee. Bloody sycophant.”

As George eased himself away from the table, David frowned. Every day he was getting more acid, less like a team player. A party needs a strong leader, he’d been told, and David had taken every chance possible to play that part in public. So much so that it had become him. It had even leeched into his home life; Samantha had nearly kicked him out after the incident with the cornflakes.

William came over, looming out of the mists like the prow of the Titanic. “When are you going to talk to him?”

“Hm? Oh. Whenever the last results come in, I suppose.” David rubbed his eyes. “Though I can’t help wanting to know what this is all about. Why he’s done it this way.”

Pulling one of the leather chairs over, William sat down. “David, why do we follow his advice? It’s lead us from one failure to the next, and there’s no real evidence that anything he says is sound.”

David shook his head. “You know why, William. His threat was very clear. The future of the human race – for good or ill – rests on what he says.”

“But we’ve got no proof, David.” William shifted in his seat, and David wondered if the same sore points on his calves were plaguing them both. Like bed-sores, but from long hours sat down. “If I told you that the future of the human race depended on you being able to eat a bacon sandwich properly-“

“Oh for God’s sake, not the bacon sandwich again. I’ve damned well heard enough about the sandwich.” David shook his head. “Besides, bacon sandwiches didn’t destroy some of our hardware last December. And he did.”

William backed off. There was no answer to that. Word had come in about the seventeen drones and two fighters out on manoeuvres west of the Isle of Skye ten minutes after The Man had made his presence known, appearing at David’s dinner table. Thank god Samantha and the kids were away, David thought. Bad enough that he’d been scared witless by the sudden appearance of the middle-aged man, sat calmly in one of the dining room chairs.

“I’ve come to talk to you. To you, David, and to Nick, and Ed, Nigel, all of the self-styled leaders of this country’s politics,” The Man said. And then, just as calmly, he’d threatened to destroy the entire world unless his instructions were followed.

And I folded. We all folded, David thought miserably. Anyone who could down jets and obliterate millions of pounds worth of top-spec military hardware at a thought wasn’t just some terrorist. This was serious business.

There was a little ripple of noise at the bottom end of the table.

“What? What’s happened?” David looked up as William came back over, iPad in hand.

“West Suffolk’s come in,” he was saying. “Matthew’s managed to hold on to it. We’ve crept slightly ahead.” His shiny face had a feral gleam to it. “We’re ahead.”

David grabbed the iPad. “Really?” The little pie-chart sections had shifted slightly. Sure enough, a tiny fraction of the Lib Dem slice had been eaten by pure blue. “I’ll be damned. We might win this after all, chaps.”

There were a few wry smiles, and then it was back to the buzz of conversation. David dipped in and out of it, listening but not really taking it in. The economy. Defence. War. Leadership. The topics were as broad as they were pointless; it might be that none of them would be in any sort of power come tomorrow. There’d be a coalition, and it would be dictated by The Man.

“No, wait.” Michael shook his head. “Never mind. We just lost Warwick. We’re even again.”

The night wore on.




The first rays of pink were touching the sky above Westminster as David placed his palm against the security station. There was a beep as his entry was confirmed, and he stepped to one side to let Ed scan in.

Nick looked perky. Had he slept last night? Couldn’t possibly have done; there was far too much going on. Or maybe it was just the bliss of coasting along in second place for five years, letting all of the responsibility fall on the one at the top. David shuddered at the thought of another term of office, another half-decade of lying, of policy changes and secrets and on-purpose by-accident slip-ups in speeches.

There was a soft thud, and the door swung open smoothly. The vault was far below the palace, not even embedded in a wall. The very best security that money can buy, financed with the very best creative accounting that David’s accountant could manage, and all for one purpose. One Man.

Inside the safe was just a chair and a man, The Man. His shirt was uncreased, his trousers unlined, his hair still as plastic-perfect as the moment he’d appeared in David’s dining room. He sat there, completely composed, as if the safe hadn’t been completely devoid of oxygen until a moment ago. His chest wasn’t even moving.

His eyes opened. “Thank you for joining me,” he said. His voice had some sort of bass thrum to it that no real person should be able to produce. There was something about The Man that was decidedly... alien.

David stepped forward. “We’ve done what you wanted. But... we have to know why.” He looked at Ed and Nick, feeling sweat gathering under his suit jacket. “You’ve destroyed our parties. None of us have any kind of majority. How are we supposed to run a government like this?”

The Man smiled, then smoothly stood. David involuntarily stepped back as The Man began to talk.

“I came to your world when there was such turmoil. You fail to learn from the lessons of the past. Your governance has been out-evolved by those you govern, and you are... irrelevant. And now your voting population can see that. They don’t trust you. You are all the same. Only the faces change.”

The Man began to walk forwards, and with every step David saw his face ripple. One moment it was the deep-set eyes and saggy cheeks of Ed. A step later, and it was replaced by Nick’s thick hair, the wrinkles on his forehead topping his puppy-dog eyes. Then, like looking in a mirror, David saw his own face, the smoothness that long hours of beauty therapy had crafted staring back at him.

“And now, I’m afraid, the time of politicians has come to an end,” The Man said, his face reverting back to its placid normality. “You’ll enter the safe now.”

David looked back into the darkness of the huge metal safe. Where one chair had been, three were now stood. He looked back at The Man. “You can’t possibly mean...”

“Into the safe, gentlemen.”

To his horror, David found his feet beginning to shuffle towards the yawning mouth of the safe, in concert with the other two leaders. “What the hell- You can’t do this!” As he began to rail at them, the little part of David that had learned to constantly observe his opponents realised that Nick and Ed were railing at The Man as well, their feet inexorably dragging towards their chairs. David stilled his words and closed his eyes.

As his body bent in the middle and he sat down, he opened them again. All three of them were on their chairs, most of the light blocked now by The Man as he stood in the opening.

“You’ll be perfectly safe here, gentlemen,” The Man said, and David detected not even a hint of the implied joke. Only the slightly alien inflection. As the safe door began to swing shut of its own accord, he could help himself no more. Three voices, hysteric and panicked, rang out as the safe door hissed shut and locked itself.




Outside, The Man listened for a moment and nodded at the silence. Then, wearing a face that was a strange amalgam of the three men in storage, he turned and walked towards the stairs. Today was going to be a busy day.




















Shiner


 

‘SHINER’ IS A horrible little story about the very real, and awesome, industry that can turn a person’s cremated remains into a diamond. The inspiration for this came from an episode of the ‘Stuff You Should Know’ podcast about artificial diamonds.




Shiner

I stared at Marcus across the metal table. The silence hung in the interrogation room like a grey fug, only the sound of the harsh fluorescent light cutting through it. Somehow it felt dim, even with white walls, as if the bulb cast a muddy shadow of its own. The light had a habit of stripping away the tricks we use to make ourselves look younger, more innocent, and as the suspect leaned forward the it cast skull-like shadows from his cheekbones. A day’s growth of stubble erupted from swollen pores. He sneered. “So, we done here?”

“Not at all, Marcus,” I said, sliding his file closer to me. Time to go to work. He shoved himself back from the table a little, the chair scraping the floor, and the handcuff chain rattled against the battered table top. I opened the file as Rach came to sit next to me.

“This would go faster if you just told us where they are,” she said. 

He just stared at her. His eyes glittered dangerously, puffy, one of them more swollen than the other. I picked up the first piece of paper in the file.

“You are Marcus ‘Shiner’ Jones; you live in Whitechapel and work at a company in west London called JewelCorp, which specialises in creating synthetic jewels. Would you tell us a little about that?”

Marcus shrugged. “Nothing you can’t find out on your tablet.”

“I’d like to hear it from you.” Out of the corner of my eye I could see Rach flicking the tablet on, the bright diamond logo of his business rotating slowly on its screen. I kept my attention on Marcus.

“Fine. Whatever.” He looked all around the room as he talked, never once meeting our eyes. “We take a sample of carbon. The purer the carbon is, the more gems we can make. We use a big oven, and when it’s done we have a diamond.”

I shook my head. “We’re not idiots, Marcus. Give us the full version.”

He narrowed his eyes, and as his lip curled I prepared for an insult to come out, but instead he began to talk again, this time locking his eyes with me.

“Fine. Mostly we create diamonds. They’re easier for people to understand, and more marketable. Depending on how good the sample is, we can create diamonds from half a carat up to two carats. They go into a machine that compresses and heats the sample – the HPHT, high pressure, high temperature.” He leaned forward a little, warming to the topic. Even the innate gravel in his voice seemed to even out, become something more liquid.

“It takes time, sometimes up to nine months, and costs a fair amount. You’re looking at about four grand just to get the simplest one we can make, a half-carat yellow diamond. When it’s cooked, we bring it out, cut it, shape it, polish it. Do you have a diamond, Detective Wilks?”

I shook my head.

“Not married? Never had to hand over a shiner worth two months’ wages? No. What about you, Lady Detective?”

Rach looked up briefly from the screen and shook her head.

“There’s something amazing about diamonds,” Marcus said, sitting back in his chair. His voice became wistful, his lips barely moving. “They’re like fire, caught at the moment of creation. You hold one up to the light and a hundred little beams of radiance blast out of it, each one carrying a little bit of the diamond’s essence in it. Every diamond is alive, the very stuff of life; pure carbon. Wars have been fought over them in the past. People have died, so many people, but diamonds remain pure. They don’t take any of the blood into them. It just washes off. Rare, and yet they can be made so easily. Like people. I can’t believe it’s a coincidence that it takes nine months for a human life, a human soul, to be born, and nine months for us to make a diamond that shines as brightly as that soul.”

He stopped, and I was aware that he had moved slightly closer across the table, as if trying to force the weight of his conviction onto me. I sat back slowly, nodding.

“Very poetic, Marcus. Perhaps you would be so kind as to wax as lyrical about the location of your victims.”

He just stared, and I turned to the next page in the file. “Four young ladies were last seen in your company, quite some time ago. Missing persons reports on all four have turned up nothing. Except you. A common link. And I have to say, your unwillingness to talk to us about where you were the nights they disappeared isn’t helping your case any.”

He scratched at his greasy hair and shrugged again. “I don’t need to tell you nothing;.”

“I think you do, Marcus. Amber Richardson. Harriet Folds. Rita Cox. Farah Adams. The first three were seen meeting you after work. You went out drinking together, went home together, and that was the last that was seen of any of them. The last one, Miss Adams, she was a customer of JewelCorp, and that’s frankly what led us to you. A little close to home, perhaps.” I glanced down from at the piece of paper I was holding, then back up. “What I want to know is-“

I frowned. He wasn’t looking at me; he was staring at Rach, a vicious smile slowly spreading across his face. “I think she’s gotten to my favourite bit,” he said, his lips peeling back from his teeth in a snarling grin. 

I looked at Rach, suddenly feeling sick. Her face was grey as she slid the laptop over to me, pointing at part of the text. I scanned through it, fishing for substance between buzzwords for prospective buyers, but as I read the part she was indicating I felt my mouth go dry.

“The best carbon samples for the production of synthetic diamonds comes from cremated remains, or ‘cremains’,” it began, and I looked over the top of the laptop at Marcus as he began to laugh.

The striplight was enough to pick out the four diamonds, embedded in his top front teeth, winking balefully, a thousand reflected motes of light shining out of each flawless stone.




















Walk4U


 

WALK4U IS A very short story about how, in the future, we might have people who will do the walking for us, apps to guide our legs in the right direction, and why this might not be such a good idea.




Walk4U

“What are those things on your legs?”

I looked at the curly-haired child that had wandered up to my table. “What?”

The little girl, surely no older than three, pointed with one brown-smeared finger at my ‘trodes. Little parcels of ceramic and electronics that seamlessly bonded with my skin. “Those. What are they?”

“Walk4U, kid. Where’re your parents?”

The girl wiped her hand down her dungarees, leaving smears of what I hoped was chocolate. “Over at a table eating lunch. They said I could play. You’re a Walkee?”

“Yup.” I rattled my newspaper, hoping she’d get the hint.

“Huh. Mum says that only rich people can be Walkees, and only poor people can be Walkers, and we’re not either so we don’t use it.” She paused and thrust her hands into her pockets. “My name is Cherry. What’s yours?”

I stared at her. “If I tell you, will you go away?” She nodded solemnly, and I leaned closer. “Clint.”

“Ok.” She nodded again. “That’s a nice name.”

“Kid, go-“ My phone vibrated on the table, cutting me off. Ignoring her, I tapped the notification on the screen and the Walk4U app flashed into life. ‘One new Walker available,’ it said. Perfect. I gulped down the last of my coffee, left the newspaper on the table and got up.

“The office,” I whispered into the phone, and almost immediately I was walking away from the table, out of the café and onto the pavement outside. Somewhere, in an air-conditioned room, some Walker – maybe a fitness freak, or maybe a student, or someone trying to stave off homelessness – was walking on a treadmill. The impulses sent from them into my legs weren’t uncomfortable, and it was one of the fastest-growing cliques. My legs took me down the street and right at the traffic lights as I checked my email. Nothing new. A couple of turns on whatever new game I happened to be playing at the moment – a collaborative never-ending word search at the moment – and then we were into the park.

This bit of the journey, I always liked to put my phone away. The trees were just blossoming, delicate petals tumbling in the wind and drifting against bins and benches. Looking around, it was easy to spot those that weren’t taking advantage of the view. They all had the same awkward balance, one that suggested the lower half of their body wasn’t connected to the upper half at all. 

I turned right, my body seamlessly weaving through the crowd. Because most people were in the system, the implants talk to each other. No-one walked into anyone else.

“Hey, Clint!” I looked round. 

“Aisha. Got a quick one this morning?” She was powering along behind me, her Walker obviously doing double-time, and her face was flushed.

“Been feeling a bit sedate recently,” she gasped out as she passed me. “Ordered a jogger. It’s all good exercise!” 

“Yeah. See you at work, ok?”

“Don’t forget the meeting at ten!” she shouted, and then was gone. I watched her go, wishing that I could talk with her about something other than work. Maybe she’d be interested in catching a movie, or a drink. But then she probably booked a Walker to get her home every day at the same time.

But then, we had something in common already, I realised. We were both Walkees. Maybe I was going about this the wrong way. 

I snatched my phone out of my pocket and found the speed setting. ‘Stroll’. Not good enough. I tapped it a couple of times, up to ‘Brisk Walk’, and immediately my pace increased. Slowly, surely, I began to weave my way towards Aisha.

Almost immediately I felt a light sweat pop on my forehead. My suit began to cling to me awkwardly, but I could see Aisha’s blonde ponytail in the crowd ahead, getting fractionally closer with every step. She was dressed for the exercise, of course; t-shirt and leggings, a bag over her shoulder. I upped the speed a little more, into ‘Jog’, and instantly regretted it.  Suddenly I was being jerked across the path out of the way of mothers with pushchairs and tourists with oversized bags.

As I closed on Aisha, I looked at my phone, frantically trying to turn the speed down. I jabbed at the screen and felt a lurch as I sped up again. The phone shook out of my grasp and fell to the tarmac with a terrifying crack.

“Aisha!” I shouted as I burst past her. “I dropped my phone-“ but then she was gone, lost to the incredible pace at which I was suddenly moving. I tried to twist round, only succeeding in wrenching my neck and back as my legs carried me away.

My breath wheezed in my throat, sharp and too-fast, and I closed my eyes as my Gucci loafers pounded away beneath me. Who the hell was my Walker today, Usain Bolt? Then I felt a lean to the right, away from the office. Panic clutched at me, tightening my chest.

“Oh god,” I shouted, scattering startled children and a small flock of pigeons. As I started to go around the circular path at the centre of the park, I realised I was heading back towards where I’d seen Aisha, and a dim hope blossomed in me. My phone would be there! All I needed to do was fall over at the right point, recover my phone and disconnect the app.

Black spots began to dance at the edges of my vision as I came back around to the spot, and I blinked furiously to clear them. Where was it? My heart thudded, fast and so heavy at the same time. Where was it?

“Have you seen a phone?” I shouted, my words lost in the slipstream. Still diving crazily from left to right, I saw a glint of silver among the forest of legs and bared my teeth in a savage grin. With effort, I angled my headlong rush in that direction, ready to throw myself down and take the pain.

A little hand picked up the phone; curly ginger hair, dungarees with brown streaks on them. “Mummy, look!” She began hitting it with the flat of her hand.

My legs jerked in response, and, impossibly, the speed increased again. In a movement that felt like it tore muscles in both legs, I skidded sideways and set off straight across the grass, towards the road.

As I saw the busy intersection coming up ahead of me, I realised something that was possibly a blessing in disguise; I was going to pass out. A sharp pain, and a strange dullness in my arms, spiked in my chest as my feet touched the pavement and, two-strides later, blackness rose up to enfold me as horns blared. 




Jean collapsed against the treadmill. “Jesus,” she muttered. “The stuff I do for this job.” Bright letters were flashing on the status screen, ‘Session ended: Walkee disconnected’. The sweat on her arms and legs already turning into discomfort, she yanked her phone out of the dock and clocked out. With a sigh, she headed for the showers. At least, today, she’d gotten her exercise.
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The Dark Shard

Colbert slammed his hands down on the desk. “I won’t do it!”

“Really?” Nadine stood, matching his pose, still powerful despite her age. “You’ve poured everything into this project. And now you’re just going to walk away? I don’t think so.”

She moved to the window, folding her arms. “Come here, Colbert. I want to show you something.”

He watched her carefully, looking for the bulge of concealed weapons, the subtle hint of a knife, but there was nothing. She was perfectly silhouetted against the pink and gold clouds, the setting sun giving everything a slightly surreal quality, so bright that it made the room seem dingy by comparison. As he walked around the desk to stand next to her, more of London came into view. The tops of the tallest buildings came nowhere near to the height of this building, his building.

“Look down there,” Nadine said, pointing at the Thames. It was a ribbon of copper, silt and sun mingling in churning chaos. There were boats of all sizes up and down it, mostly steamers, carrying goods all across the capital. “How many ships do you think are serving the capital right now, Colbert?”

“I don’t know. Thirty? Fifty?”

“More like two or three hundred. Down there is just a small proportion. A few of the many. All powered by ShardCo steam engines. Your engine, Colbert. We’ve sold thousands to shipyards across the country, each one with your name on it.”

Colbert sighed. “Get to the point.”

Ignoring him, Nadine moved around to the next side and Colbert allowed himself to be pulled along in her wake. “Look, there. Waterloo station, the busiest in the country. Every year, a hundred million souls are carried to and fro, pulled by your engines. Tiny, powerful, almost faultless, and designed by you.”

“And now you’re taking my engine to war,” Colbert said. He shook his head sadly. “Nadine, what happened to you? When we started this project, it was about making things better for the citizens.”

But Nadine had already moved round again. “Westerham Heights. The highest point in London – after this building, of course. Look, even now you can see how many dirigibles swarm around the airport, like wasps over jam. How much trade are they bringing, from the Americas, from Asia, from East Germany, France, Spain, New Holland... all over the globe. That whisky you’ve been drinking? Brought here by dirigible, by your engine.”

The fourth and final window was grey in comparison, clouds of smoke and steam rising from the myriad factories, their broad roofs covering the ground like a patchwork. “And here’s the heart of the beast,” Nadine said. Her voice had dropped to almost a whisper. “The Coalface, and the vitrification plant. This company... this city would be nothing without you. “You’ve given them everything. And you intend to walk away from it?”

9uyj Nadine turned, and Colbert almost recoiled from the intense fury on her lined face. “I lost everything in that attack. My parents. My brother. And I will never forgive them.” She turned back to the view. “When the mayor opened this building, do you know what he said? ‘It is prodding up through the frail integuments of the planet like an intergalactic spear.’ A spear, Colbert. Even that dimwit could see the potential.”

“I won’t be part of it. I just can’t... I hereby resign from the company.” Colbert moved back to the desk, pulling out the letter from his jacket pocket. It was already a little dog-eared, a greasy thumbprint decorating the back. He placed it down amongst the blueprints and supply orders that covered the desk. 

“The project will move forward, with or without you.”

“Goodbye, Nadine.”

Colbert turned and began to walk towards the elevator. The muscles in his back tensed and relaxed seemingly with a will of their own, and at every step he expected to feel something – a dagger, a bullet. But as he entered the elevator’s wooden compartment and turned around, Nadine was still looking out over the view. He pressed the button marked ‘G’, and only when the latticed shutters rolled closed did he let out the breath he had been holding.

As the elevator rattled its way down, Colbert looked out into the superstructure of the Shard. Only the very top was habitable; everything below, down almost to the ground, was bare steel girders and the complex chain of generators that would provide its power. Little  sunlight was able to penetrate the huge panels of crystallised coal that lined the building, but there was enough to see a few workers still making their final checks. Bundles of wires thicker than a man’s torso snaked all over, throttling the thick metal and choking its walkways.

“God, how did I let it get this far?” Colbert muttered, slumping against the elevator’s back wall. He ran a hand through his short hair and closed his eyes.

As he walked through the construction site in the foyer and out into the street, he could feel the pressure of the immense building above him, bearing down.

“Mister Harris!”

Colbert looked round as a short young man ran towards him, clutching a sheaf of rolled-up paper. His flame-red hair was like a beacon amidst the to-ing and fro-ing of workers in brown boiler suits. “Francis? Listen, I-“

“Mister Harris, they need you to sign off on the frequency shifts. The men are waiting to do the final calibration.”

“I don’t...” Colbert said, but then a thought slid into his mind, like a shard of glass hidden among ice. He stared into the trusting eyes of his assistant – former assistant, now – and held out his hand for the plans.

They walked to a nearby workbench and unrolled the paper. The tissue-thin sheets were layered up, each one adding more complexity to the immense engine that was contained in the building.

“Right then,” Colbert said, sliding a pencil from out of his pocket. He started to add in the final set of readings they had taken that morning, then paused.

“Uhm, say, Francis. Can you see the Foreman around?”

“No, sir...” Francis looked away, his gaze sweeping the building site, and in that moment of inattention Colbert wrote the final set of numbers. Quick as a flash, he rolled the plans up and gave them back to the young boy.

“Here. Take them direct to the men up on 33, and tell them that I’ve allowed for a small variance in the vibrations from the Earth’s crust. Those figures are correct.” He watched Francis memorise this little fragment of nonsense, the boy’s lips moving slightly, and then nod. Without another word, Colbert turned and left the site.

He walked down Tooley Street and out towards Bermondsey, the streets quietening as the night came on. Despite the heat of the day, he half-buttoned up his tweed jacket, nursing a coldness in his breast that no fire could salve. The occasional steam carriage hummed past, its exposed engine bearing the burnished ‘Colbert’ mark that should have made him feel accomplished. Instead, it fed the sick feeling that had festered inside him for months. The iron railings that surrounded Southwark Park came into view, and Colbert thrust his hands into his pocket, whistling a broken tune.

The steps down to the research facility were deliberately ordinary. No guards stood outside the metal door, and no signs were screwed to the wall. A yellowing foam mattress, and the smell of urine, completed the image of abandonment. Colbert pulled the little four-pronged key out of his pocket and fumbled for a moment with the hidden lock. The door opened noiselessly on its oiled hinges.

A set of stairs led down inside, lit by regular amberic lights that hummed slightly. Colbert took the stairs at a jog, wondering how long he had before the news of his withdrawal filtered down. Would there be an armed escort waiting for him at the bottom? Or just a hail of bullets?

It was almost a disappointment to see that the short corridor leading to the Eldridge was empty, but for the meaty presence of the security guard. He looked over at Colbert and nodded.

“Mister Harris. Evening, sir.”

Colbert gave him a weak smile as he passed, trying not to notice how close the guard’s hand was to the butt of his pistol. As casually as he could, the man moved into the much colder air of the huge underground cavern, into the graveyard of the Eldridge.




The Eldridge lay in dry-dock, entombed beneath the park for three-quarters of a decade, lit on all sides by huge, power-hungry amberlights. Its once-grey paint was grimy and peeling, variations in colour showing where parts of it had been removed. Almost everything of interest had been stripped from the ship in the last twenty years, down to the copper wiring in the conduits. As he walked along the gantry that ran around the room, Colbert shifted his gaze to the small hospital that had been set up on the foredeck, where the last of the crew spent their days.

He passed over the small bridge that lead down onto the deck and made his way towards the small metal structure. Even through the rubber soles of his shoes, he could feel the strange vibration that constantly ran through the structure of the ship, the echoing resonance of the vessel’s cataclysmic appearance in this dimension.

Colbert pushed open the swing door and smiled at the duty nurse, who looked up in surprise. She was a matronly woman of about fifty, knitting needles frozen halfway through a chunky scarf.

“Good evening, Sister Margery. I’ve come to see the men.”

“Colbert, my goodness,” the nurse said. “How long has it been since we last saw you?”

“Too long, Marge. Too long.” He stood to one side as she put her knitting down on the desk and manoeuvred herself out of the chair. “Has there been much change?”

“You always ask, Colbert. So good of you.” She took a white coat off a nearby hook and passed it to Colbert, then pushed open the door that lead into the ward. “No, no change. They’re very much the same, day in, day out. Sometimes someone comes to talk to them, but honestly it’s been so long. You and I both know the truth. They’re just marking time now.”

“Careful, Marge. Nadine has eyes and ears everywhere.”

The nurse waved one pudgy hand. “Oh, poo. There’s no-one down here that cares. Particularly not you, not now.”

“You know, then. That I’ve left the company.” Colbert looked back, but there was no physical presence to explain the chill that ran down his spine. His chest tightened, heart feeling as though it might hammer its way through his ribs.

“Aye. I know. You’ve finally done what you’ve been threatening all these years. The guard doesn’t; he’s got the misfortune to be just out of earshot from me. But he’ll know soon.”

“You’ll tell him?”

She nodded sadly as they walked past the dozens of empty beds that lined the echoing ward. “That I will. You’re a good friend, Colbert, but I’ve got my own to look out for. I’m sorry.”

“Give me twenty minutes with them, Marge. Better yet, get away yourself. They’re turning it on tonight, and... we don’t know what will happen. Not for sure.”

Marge stood to the side and gestured towards the last few beds, the ones that were occupied. “I can give you ten minutes, Colbert. No more.” Without another word, she turned and walked back up the centre of the room.

Colbert looked around. A small steam-engine, one of the silent models, sat in the centre of the room, putting out enough heat that he began to sweat just looking at it. A small pile of glassy fragments, vitrified coal, sat on top of the engine, ready to be tossed in. On each side were two beds, each containing a man. They were festooned with glass bottles and thin tubes, their old faces looking out from pillows that made them seem even more shrunken. In five long strides, Colbert moved over to the first bed. 

Its occupant was old, apparently kept alive only by whatever was in the bottles. His skin was like leather in texture, but as pale as the white hair that crowned his head and seemed to blend into the pillows. The little naval insignia, so like the Imperial Navy crest in Colbert’s own world, was pinned to the collar of his hospital gown with an almost childish stubbornness.

The old man’s gummy eyes opened, focusing slowly. “What-“ he said, then licked his dry lips. “What’s the date?”

“October 16th.”

“The year, I mean, boy.”

“Still 2015.”

“Hm.” The old man’s eyes closed. “I still ain’t givin’ you nothin’.”

“Listen.” Colbert sat on the edge of the bed. “I’m not here to torture you. I’m not with them any more. And I’m sorry, for what it’s worth. But I need to hear your story, again. One more time. Just to be sure that what I’ve done is the right thing.”

“Lionel B. Kinnock, Lieutenant, Junior Grade. Service number 254267.”

Colbert shook his head. “Please. I must know. Is there any more to the story? To what happened in Philadelphia?” He looked back down the ward, but there was no movement, nothing to suggest his time was running out.

Kinnock had closed his eyes, but he began to speak, voice creaking like a rusty hinge. “We were assigned to the Eldridge and told to monitor everything. Found out later that we was a part of an experiment. Labrats, to see if they could make things invisible. Turns out they’d invented teleporting, or something. Moved us from place to place... but not just on the same Earth. One of your people said we moved in dimensions, whatever they are. There was a green light, that’s all I know, and then screaming. People shouting. Smoke pouring out. Whole ship went sideways. We’d landed half-in a building, half in the Thames. Some of the boys, they were mad, shoutin’ and screamin’. Some of ‘em...” His voice tailed off, and he let out a strangled cough. “Some of ‘em were sort of half-joined to the ship itself, fused into it, like. We din’t know nothing, but your lot put us in chains, tryin’ to get to some truth beyond what I’m tellin’ you.” He coughed, and turned his head to one side to let a little dribble of phlegm escape his lips. “But this is the whole truth. Been down here now for all those years. Was fine at first, we was treated well. Then tortured. Came in waves. Then we were forgotten. Now?” His gaze detached itself from Colbert and travelled blindly around the room, taking in the walls, the beds, the bars on the windows. “This is no life, none that I’d choose.”

Colbert looked down so that he didn’t have to meet Kinnock’s eyes. “When I started work on the Shard project, its purpose was to make contact with your people, and establish a beachhead. Your ship brought such advanced technology with it – like electrostatics, something we’re still only just getting to grips with. We reverse-engineered what we could.” He sighed and closed his eyes tightly. “But when the Emperor took over, he saw you as a threat.”

“He visited us once, before he took power. Didn’t seem like the kind to listen much.”

“The Emperor thinks your people have even more advanced technology now. If they had ships like yours in the forties, what would it be like now? Has space been conquered? Are poverty and disease as endemic as they are here?” Colbert squeezed his hand into a futile fist on the bedsheet. “Our readings have told us there’s a building of similar size and shape, there in your version of London. When our Shard is turned on, the two will come together and one will annihilate the other. The death toll from that alone would be astronomical. Nadine will be in there, overseeing her moment of triumph. The Emperor, too.” Colbert looked down to see that the old sailor’s eyes were closed, his breathing shallow. Gently, so as not to wake the man, Colbert stood up.

“Why did you come down here?” the old sailor said, eyes still closed.

“To... make sure that what I’ve done is right,” Colbert said. “And the sad thing is, I will probably never know for sure.”

“What have you done?”

There was a commotion down at the other end of the ward, and then the swing door burst open. Three men in black suits, snub-nosed guns out, were marching up the centre of the ward.

Colbert watched them coming. “Something terrible.”

Two of the men had their guns pointed at the ground but the third’s was raised, aimed directly at Colbert’s head. “Colbert Harris? Hands behind your head. Kneel.”

Colbert complied, closing his eyes. “Nadine sent you, I’d imagine.” Even as he spoke, a part of him marvelled at how calm his voice was.

“Shut up.” One of the other agents pulled out a small wax recording disky and keyed it into action, then nodded. 

“Record begins. Arresting agent Giles Port, in the Eldridge hospital cabin. Subject is Colbert Harris, most recently Chief Imperial Engineer. For the crimes of treachery against the Imperial Throne, threats to national security, and failure to perform that which is expected of you in the line of duty, you are hereby sentenced to death. Do you have any last words?”

So this is how it ends, Colbert thought. His mind flickered over his life, images of homes kept warm by his inventions, of the hundreds of tiny bright points of light he had brought to the world. Regret gnawed at him, filling the otherwise empty space inside him where a loving family should be. He nodded.

“Yes. What time is it?”

The agent with the recorder turned his wrist slightly to look at his watch. “7pm.”

“Ah. Right on time.”

The agent’s finger tightened on the trigger, as a low rumble suffused the room.

There was a brilliant green light, and then everything went black.




It took some hours before the smoke had cleared enough to evaluate the damage. By the time Francis, Colbert’s assistant, made his way through the police cordon, the air was breathable again and the first fire-fighters were taking off their apparatus.

He ran up to one of them. “Are there any survivors? Nadine was in the Shard when it...” But at the expression on the man’s face, Francis tailed off.

He walked to the edge of the immense pit that had once been Southwark Park, and stared down into insanity. The bones of London had been laid bare, layers of soil and stone simply vaporised as they tried to contain the intense energies. Below, in the subterranean dry-dock, the remains USS Eldridge and the top third of the Shard lay, fused together, girders coiled round with wire threading in and out of deck-plates like plant shoots through a pavement, unmoving and as silent as the grave.
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