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Back in the summer of 2016, I was gearing up to release the first

Dominions novel. I’d been learning about marketing, too, and I

wanted to do the best job I could. I had a novella ready as a

mailing-list giveaway, and the advice I received also suggested

having a website.

Setting one up was pretty straightforward. The books I read

and the podcasts I listened to then suggested keeping the site

fresh by updating content regularly. I needed something new at

least once a week.

I could have written about my independent-publishing

journey, but I rejected that for a couple of reasons. First, it’s been

done so many times before, and I had nothing new to offer.

Secondly, posts about writing and publishing might be of interest

to other writers, but I wanted this site to be for readers. I wanted

this to be a gateway into my books. True, some readers might

have been interested in some ‘behind the scenes’ stuff, but I

figured that most readers simply wanted to read.

So I needed content that would appeal to readers. I could

have gone the review route, but I chose something else. Readers

of fiction like stories, and so that is what I would give them.

In one of my first posts on the site, I said I would post

something new each week. One week I would write about books

or stories, and the next I would give visitors to the site a free

short story. Each story would be under 1000 words.

As I write this introduction, I’m proud to say I’ve kept this

schedule up for over a year. Sometimes I’ve binge-written both

stories and posts, building up a supply for when I’m busier with

other projects. A few times I’ve written and posted the same

week. But I don’t think I’ve missed a week yet.
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But the stories have become far more than simply web

content. It’s been a challenge to stick to the wordcount, and I’ve

had to do some drastic editing. Some first drafts were over 2500

words, so I’ve had to be ruthless. I’ve been forced to consider

exactly what I need for each story, and to cut anything

superfluous. I’ve learnt how to use a few words to hint at

backstory. In short (no pun intended), working on these stories

has helped me grow as a writer.

They have also given me the opportunity to explore and

experiment. I’ve got stories here that are nothing but dialogue

(Allegience and Never Only One Side). I’ve got some in third

person, others in first person, and even one in present tense

(Escape). And these stories gave me the opportunity to explore

more of the world of Dominions, my dark Dystopian thriller

series. So we have Rodin being disturbed in the middle of a job

(A Lesson In Death), a typical situation for Genna (Influential

Friends), what motivates Jimny (The Customer Is Always Right)

and a look at the artificial weather in the Domes (The Weather

Report). There are others that might link to Dominions, but I’ ll

leave you to figure out which ones.

As I write this, there are about thirty stories on twiain.com.

The page that lists them all is getting cluttered, but I don’t want to

get rid of anything. My solution? Bundle them up into an e-book,

and have this as a free download (after all, if they’re free to read

on the website, it would feel wrong to charge for the e-book).

So here it is—the first twenty short stories, in the first

volume ofMillenary. Read from cover to cover, or dip in and out,

it really doesn’t matter. And if you’re not keen on one

story—don’t worry. They’re all under a thousand words, so

another one will be along soon.

TW Iain

September 2017
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She pushed the bud into her ear, swiped the screen and tapped

out the code she’d been told to remember.

The link was instant, and a male voice spoke. “Any

problems?”

“None,” she said, nudging the corpse with her foot.

“Good. You have the item?”

“Yes.” The small pouch was already secure in an inside

pocket. She’d resisted the temptation to open it.

“Good. We’ ll be in contact.”

“So have I passed?” That was all she wanted to know.

“Maybe.” He ended the call.

Maybe. It wasn’t a negative. At least she hadn’t failed yet.

The process had been long and arduous. First the interview;

the rope rough against her skin, the bare bulb flickering

throughout the whole twelve-hour ordeal. Then the physical;

dropped in the woods with nothing but the light clothes she wore,

then finding the rendezvous before the three-day deadline expired

and the chip they had implanted released the poison. This was

followed by the psyche profile, with the injections and the

increasingly aggressive questioning. And finally this task.

She knew it would be tough. Borinoff only employed the

best.

She left the body where it had fallen, and walked out of the

warehouse. She had been tempted to fire the whole building, but

that wasn’t necessary. There was nothing to link her to the body.

She had been meticulous in her planning.

The path through the trees was long and uneven, the tarmac

overtaken by weeds. It took her half an hour to reach what

amounted to civilisation this close to the edge.
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There was a figure, on the other side of the road. She

checked him out in her peripheral vision—male, tall, the collar of

his jacket turned up against the cold. She must have shifted her

head slightly, because he nodded in her direction. She saw his

face twitch and guessed he was smiling.

Her hand rested by the blade at her waist. She took a breath

as he stepped into the road and headed towards her.

Three options. If she carried on walking, he would follow. If

she ran, he would chase, and possibly drive her into an ambush.

The third option made the most sense.

She stopped and turned, already planning her escape if things

turned nasty.

“Evening,” he said, although the sun was still up. His voice

was calm and low. “You look pretty happy.”

She shrugged. He was a couple of paces from her, out of

blade range.

“Had some good news, I take it?”

“Maybe.” That was the word the man on the call had used.

He’d also said something about contact.

“So you have something for me?” He held out a hand. The

cuffs of his shirt were worn and stained, and his skin was pitted

and grimy. He looked like he fitted in round here.

She felt the small bag against her chest, over her heart. The

voice on the phone had not said how she’d be contacted, or why.

“I don’t think so,” she said slowly.

His head tilted. “You sure?”

She had been instructed to keep the package safe. She had

not been told to pass it on.

“I’m sure.”

She heard his breath, and saw the cloud of condensation

leave his mouth. Her skin prickled with the cold.

“It would be a shame if you went against your instructions,

wouldn’t it? Especially after hearing such good news.”

He knew of her task, she was certain. But he had slipped up.
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She had received no good news, only the absence of bad news.

“I don’t have anything for you.”

His eyes shifted down to her waist, and her fingers curled

round the blade’s contoured handle. Then he nodded and took a

step back.

“These are dangerous streets. I hope you know what you are

doing.”

He turned and crossed the road. She watched him until he

rounded a corner and was lost from sight.

The screen vibrated, sending a ripple through her thigh. She

dug it out and read the glass. Another call. She inserted the bud

and swiped.

“You did not give him the package?” asked the familiar

voice.

“Those were not my instructions.”

The voice was silent for a while, and she felt her heart beat a

little faster, waiting for the inevitable.

“Correct. These are your instructions. You will walk to the

place you know as rendezvous seven, where you will meet a tall

woman with a husky voice. She will show you a certain sign that

you will recognise, and you will hand her the package. And then

she will give you your next assignment, along with your first pay

packet.”

She almost let the screen slip through her warm hands.

“Congratulations on your new job.”

30th July 2016

787 words
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The man half-turned to face Rodin, then the drug started to work.

He lost control of his muscles, lost consciousness, and crashed to

the ground in an untidy heap.

Rodin could’ve supported the man as he fell, but he didn’t

want to get too close to the stink that poured from the over-sized

body. He’d come up behind and used his lance almost at arm’s

length, the thin needle finding a path through the rolls of skin

covering the target’s neck.

But he had to get closer for the final part of the contract. He

took a breath and unsheathed a blade. He bent down, holding the

breath in, and tilted the man’s head back, exposing his throat.

Normally there was no need for this, but with that much loose

flesh it was a necessity. Rodin wondered what the man had done to

deserve a contract. Maybe he’d eaten too much of his client’s food.

“Whatchya doin’, mister?”

Rodin turned, looking to the alley entrance, where a weak

streetlight cast a flickering glow onto a small figure. The figure

had one hand to his mouth, probably biting a nail. What the hell

was a kid doing here?

“None of your business. Get lost.” Rodin turned back to the

stinky fat man.

“Is he dead? D’ya kill him?”

The kid was a couple of steps closer, leaning forward in an

attempt to see over Rodin’s shoulders. Rodin brought the blade

back from the man’s flesh.

“Doesn’t concern you, but no, he’s not dead.”

“Oh.” There was disappointment in the lad’s voice. Rodin

waited for the sound of retreating footsteps, but instead the rustle

of clothing grew closer.
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“You got somewhere you should be?” Rodin turned.

Two scrawny shoulders hunched in a shrug. The boy had dirt

on his face and a bad haircut, and his clothes looked like they

could do with a wash. Heck, the kid himself needed a wash. Give

him twenty years and a diet of crap, and he could be the fat man.

“I’m busy. Scram.”

“You gonna rob him?”

“What?”

“He don’t look like he’s got much money. Not in them

clothes.”

What the hell did the kid know of clothes?

“I’m not going to rob him.”

“What, then? You gonna pull down his trousers?”

Why would someone think something like that? What was

wrong with this runt?

“My mate Ferron says some people do that. They pull down

their trousers, and then they do things with their bum.” The kid

shrugged again. “I think Ferron’s talking crap, though. He can’t

even do the five-wall run. He only talks so much ‘cos he knows

we’ ll beat him up otherwise. Like when we was snickering stuff

from Twitchy’s store, and he stuffed a whole bottle down his

trousers, and it dropped out and smashed on the floor.” The kid

giggled. “It was all fizzy, and Twitchy came out from the back

room and he looked mad, all red and stuff, and he yelled, but he

weren’t saying no words, just all this garbled stuff. Not swears,

either, ‘cos I know all them.”

“I’m not going anywhere near his trousers. Last thing I want

is to touch him.”

“So what ya gonna do?”

The boy was what, eight? Maybe younger. Maybe he was

older, and underfed. He looked like a street kid, but he talked

about stealing from shops like it was a game. He didn’t have a

clue. Any normal person, seeing one figure crouched over

another in a dark alleyway, would’ve walked on—someone else’s
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problem, best to stay out of it. But the kid was inquisitive.

Sticking your nose in, especially round here, could get you

killed.

But the kid didn’t know that. Nobody had told him how

things really worked.

Rodin took a breath, surprised at how easily he made the

decision.

“You want to know what I’m going to do?”

“Sure.”

“Come here.”

The kid took a step closer, and Rodin saw a flicker of

uncertainty. Good. Maybe he’d learn something from this.

“Crouch down, like I am. Next to the man.”

The kid did as Rodin asked. “He stinks.”

“Yep.”

“So what now? Why’ve you got a blade?”

“This?” Rodin held the blade up, twisting it for effect. “This

is what I’m going to use. See, this man annoyed someone. And

that someone decided he wanted recompense. So he hired me to

sort things out. That’s my job.”

“You’re a mercencary?”

“Mercenary,” Rodin corrected. “Yes. And my job, right now,

is to kill this man.”

Rodin saw the colour drain from the kid’s face.

“O-okay.” The boy started moving about. “I should be

going.” He went to stand, but Rodin reached out, grabbing a

wrist. He could circle his thumb and a finger right round it.

“No, I think you need to watch.”

The boy twitched, but Rodin held him tight. Rodin waved the

blade in the air, and he heard a whimper. He could smell urine.

Rodin brought his arm down and sliced, hard. He felt the

blade biting into something solid, and he saw a dark jet well up,

spraying the kid’s face. The kid yelled and tried to pull away, but

Rodin held him steady.
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“This is what happens when you don’t think about what

you’re doing. This is what happens when you’re not careful.”

Rodin unclenched his hand and the kid fell back, screaming.

Somebody might come, but Rodin doubted it. A scream from an

alley? Who’d want to get involved in that?

The kid found his feet, turned and ran.

Rodin watched him round the corner, and felt a smile inside.

7th August 2016

938 words
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The old man grasped the doorframe as he looked out onto his

small back yard.

“Missa? Missa!”

The cat must be out here somewhere. She never strayed far.

She belonged inside.

She’d been there earlier, sat on his lap, soft in his hands.

He’d only closed his eyes for a moment, but now it was a few

hours later. At least he thought it was. The clock in his room

played tricks on him now, and the days were getting shorter—or

was it longer? One or the other, anyway, and sometimes it would

suddenly be dark and he hadn’t even had his breakfast yet. Like

now—he felt the familiar pang of hunger, and knew he should

make something.

Maybe that was why Missa had gone; to find food. That was

why she was all attentive, earlier, when she curled up on his lap.

She was only nice to him when she wanted something.

“Missa, where are you?”

The name wasn’t only the cat’s. It had been her name too,

and in his mind he saw her in the yard, stretched out on a recliner,

her clothes in a pile on the grass.

Maybe he’d joined her. He’d been younger then—they both

had. Young and impetuous. She’d smiled a lot, and he supposed

he must have done too.

She’d go walking in the night. He’d wake to find a space in

the bed, her boots and coat gone, and maybe a note on the

table—gone walking, back soon. He’d go back to sleep, and at

some point she’d come back, flushed from her exertions, and of

course he’d be happy to see her. Then he’d make them breakfast,

whatever time of day or night it was.

MISSING



One of their little rituals.

But she grew angry. He couldn’t miss the raised voice and

wild accusations. Things would get broken—she’d deny it, of

course, but he knew.

He learnt to stay well clear. Sometimes, he’d go for walks.

Nowhere far—he didn’t want to leave her for too long. She would

need him when she settled. There might be tears, but he’d smooth

them away with his words. He’d always been good with words.

Sometimes, Missa’s sister would come round, and would tell

Missa what a good thing she had going here. He liked her sister,

although her name escaped him at the moment. They were

similar, but her sister was thinner, maybe more attractive. Her

skin was softer too—there was a patch on Missa’s back that was

rough, from an accident many years ago. Her sister didn’t have

that.

Of course, Missa shouted at her sister too. Missa threw her

out at one point, demanding that she never come back. Her sister

smiled at that, said something about already getting what she

wanted.

He’d tried to calm things. Of course he had. He’d called after

the sister, despite Missa’s beatings on his arms and back, and her

cries that she had no family. It pained him to see her this way.

She even shouted at the poor cat.

No. That never happened. Missa the cat came after Missa the

person. When he woke to find her side of the bed cold that last

time, and when he realised she wasn’t ever coming back, that was

when he got the cat. Or maybe allowed the cat to come in. It

didn’t matter—one followed the other.

She’d gone to somewhere better. But that phrase didn’t make

sense. It came from something she said, about finding someone

better. He’d tried to be what she wanted. He’d tried to be strong.

But she always wanted more.

He couldn’t give her whatever she wanted, so she’d gone.
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Just like the cat—he couldn’t give her food when she wanted,

and so she went in search for her own.

So ungrateful.

But she’d returned—the woman, not the cat. He hardly left

the house, but she’d waited for her moment, and she’d trashed the

place. At first he’d blamed the cat, but that was ridiculous. How

could a cat break a window? How could a cat put a dent in the

door?

He remembered that dent, with the stained, splintered wood.

He’d got blood on his hand trying to sort that out, and he must’ve

sprained something, because it was painful to bend his fingers for

ages afterwards.

He remembered mud on them, too, although where that

came from he had no idea.

The sun was getting low, and he could feel a chill in the air. It

would be night soon, and he’d lock up. He didn’t have a cat flap, so

Missa would have to stay out. She’d have to find her own food.

He looked around the sad excuse for a garden one last time,

with the fencing leaning at wild angles and the bushes tall tangles

of green and brown. He looked at the patch of grass and weeds,

reaching over his shoes. And, at one side, the one patch of bright

colour in the place; a wild-flower bed that seemed to be doing

well. Must be good nutrients in the soil, he thought.

At least there was something good in this pathetic place.

“Missa! Where the hell are you?”

That cat was getting on his nerves. Like her namesake, the

feline had a temper. He glanced down at his hands, criss-crossed

with white ragged lines, a few still red-raw.

He’d tried to be nice to her. He’d tried his best. He’d held

her, stroked her, and he’d listened to her pitiful murmurings as

he’d spoken soft words. She was the best, she was so special to

him. He’d never leave her, and he’d never let her leave. She was

everything to him. She was his, and always would be.
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He held her tight, knowing that the struggling would stop

eventually.

He took one last look around the garden through damp eyes.

There was no point calling for Missa anymore.

29th August 2016

996 words
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The door clicked and Trey pushed it open. The Director sat

behind her desk, tapping at a screen. Without raising her eyes she

waved a lazy hand to indicate the seat across from her.

Trey walked towards it, each step echoing loudly. He kept his

eyes forward, ignoring the antique bookcase and the strange sofa,

and the abstract artwork she displayed on the walls. He didn’t

want any distractions. He needed to keep his composure, because

this meeting was not a surprise. Trey knew what the Director had

to say.

He lowered himself into the chair and focused on a point just

over the Director’s shoulder, on the curtain pulled across the far

wall. Of course, there was no window. He couldn’t recall the last

time he’s seen true daylight.

“Trey,” she said finally, putting her screen to one side, its

surface blank. “I apologise for the delay—a few minor matters to

settle.” She smiled, and Trey saw perfect teeth and pale red lips.

“So, report.”

He cleared his throat. “I’m sure you’ve read the figures.

Overall production is up one point seven net this month, but the

predictions for the next few months are even higher. The new tech

work units have been assimilated with greater speed and

efficiency than we envisaged, and early indications show a

possible fifteen percent rise over the next quarter.”

Of course, she already knew this. He had submitted his

report, as always, on the first of the month. And she had far

deeper access than he’d ever have. She always knew more than

those beneath her.

WORK UNITS



“So I understand.” Her hand rested on the desk, and her long

fingers tapped rhythmically, soft pads alternating with polished

nails. “Yet the larger picture is not as encouraging. We have

increased productivity, yet profit predictions do not rise at the

same rate. Can you explain this?”

Trey took a breath. “We have, as you know, something in the

region of ten thousand work units currently in use. For many of

our lines, these units are functioning at optimum levels. The new

tech work units we have introduced will increase productivity by

replacing roughly three thousand of our current work units, yet

doing the equivalent work of about six thousand—and this is

before we take into account the longer operational hours of the

new units.”

He paused, uncertain how to proceed.

“Yes,” she said slowly. “But that still doesn’t explain the low

profit predictions.”

It was warm in here, warmer than he remembered from last

time.

“Director, change is not instant. These replaced units—they

are still a part of our operations, and they still require upkeep.”

“Why?”

“Because…because they are still part of our operations.

They might be of use.”

“What use?”

Trey needed a drink. “The new units are more effective, but

they still require maintenance and adjustment. It makes sense to

keep some of the old units in reserve in case the new ones go off-

line. Of course I don’t envisage any major problems,” he said,

maybe too hastily, “but where tech is concerned, I have always

considered it best to consider all possibilities.”

The Director nodded, her expression a mask. “I can accept

that. So maybe we keep a few hundred old units in reserve, have

them running some kind of cosmetic function to keep them active.

That still leaves the rest. Three thousand is far too many to keep.”
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Trey closed his eyes for a moment. He took a breath, forcing

himself to calm. But it did no good. He knew where this was

going.

“So what would you suggest, Director?”

She stared at him, calm as a snake. “Isn’t it obvious? If three

thousand work units are no longer required, retire them.”

“Permanently?”

“As you suggested, we keep some in reserve. But the rest? It

costs us to keep work units active, and if they serve no purpose,

we are throwing money away. So yes, retire them permanently.”

“But so many? That’s almost a third of our units.”

The tapping of her fingers stopped. “Trey, your role here is to

help deliver a healthy profit. If that means permanently retiring

work units, then so be it. I don’t call on you to be sympathetic,

but to be practical. Even if those units are inactive they still cost

us space. So deactivate them, then remove them. Do what the

Factory demands. Do I make myself clear?”

He nodded. Far too clear.

“Good. Then I look forward to an update in forty eight

hours. Good day, Trey.”

And that was it. Meeting over.

He rose and turned, making for the door that seemed so far

away, each footstep a heavy heartbeat thump.

As the door closed behind him he steadied himself, one hand

on the wall. His stomach lurched and his vision swam. For a

moment he saw past the veil of words. For a second, he allowed

himself to understand what she had ordered him to do.

Three thousand work units. That was three thousand people.

And he was to delete those workers from existence.

But what choice did he have? If he could not carry out his

duties, if she saw him as a defective unit, then he would be

permanently retired. A new unit would be upscaled to perform

his role.

Three thousand people would die either way.
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His shirt sticking to his back and the skin tight across his

face, Trey headed to his office, his mind already framing the

instructions he would issue.

Because this job was his life, and he intended to keep both.

12th September 2016

931 words
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He bent down, ignoring the creak in his knees, and caressed the

smooth leaf, letting the slightly moist surface rub against his skin.

Who would do such a thing as this?

"If there is anything you can tell us, it would be greatly

appreciated."

The Authority man cast a shadow over the flower bed as he

moved, and the gardener noticed his brightly polished shoes, and

the mud that now clung to their soles, creeping up around the

edges. He also noticed how the man half-stood in the flower bed

itself, his weight pushing down on the edge of the grass. He could

see the soil shifting, and he wanted so desperately to say

something, but the words simply wouldn't come.

"You say you saw the two of them, the man and the woman.

You say the man was chasing the woman, or was it the other way

round?"

"Yes," he croaked.

"Which way round?"

"What?" The man stood with his back to the sun, and the

gardener had to shield his eyes with his hand, which meant he

had to let go of the injured plant.

"Who was chasing who?" This time it was the woman

who spoke. She stood on the grass, and he could see where her

heels had left dints in the turf, like so many others. Why didn't

they stick to the paths? That was what they were designed for,

after all. Only those with appropriate footwear should be

allowed to tread on the grass. If he had his way, he would erect

barriers so that there was no risk of the grounds being

damaged like this.

THE GARDENER



But the woman had asked him a question, and he knew she

expected an answer. So he thought back, to when he'd seen them,

tearing over the grass, one of them yelling.

They'd reached the flower bed, but they hadn't stopped.

They'd run on through, then across to the stone wall.

He looked up at the wall, and saw where some of the rough

blocks had been dislodged. He wouldn't mind so much, but he

could see the broken lichen from here, and he thought of those

insects whose home had now been destroyed. And all because

some man was chasing a woman, and they couldn't be bothered to

stick to the paths and use the gate.

"He was chasing her."

"Very good. That confirms other reports we have received."

The woman was leaning in, and he caught her scent, but it was

nowhere near as sweet as the perfume from these flowers. Even

as they lay broken on the soil, still they filled the air with their

beautiful aroma, still drawing in those flying insects that meant

so much to the garden. At least those that had not been displaced

when the wall was disturbed.

The woman continued. "Now, if you could think back, is

there anything you can tell us about either of these individuals?

Can you describe them to us?"

Why were they talking to him like he was simple? He

understood—there had been a disturbance, and these fine people

were investigating. He had seen a part of the incident, and so they

wanted information. But how could he think of such things when

his garden needed his touch so desperately?

"He held a blade," the gardener said, because he recalled

the glint of metal in the sun. It was only a small thing, of little

practical use, although maybe it could be put into service in

more delicate work, or for drilling holes for seeds. But it would

not cope with some of the branches and stems that he had to

deal with. For that, the gardener had a proper selection of
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blades, from the hand-length pruner up to the saw-toothed one

he used to remove the more stubborn branches, the ones the

trees didn't want to let go, even though they were sucking up

moisture and would, in time, cause harm to the rest of the tree.

The small blade this man held would be of little use in a garden

like this.

"That is good," said the woman again. "Not that he had a

blade, but that you remember it. Is there anything else? Can you

remember the size of either of them, or their clothing?"

He thought back, but all he could see was the pair tearing

through these plants. She had trampled one of the pennies, the

one that had grown so much better than the others, and now its

red bloom was scattered in the soil. And the man had ploughed

straight through the hibs, snapping so many long stems. The

plant had been so full and welcoming, such a perfect resting

place for bees and butterflies. Those furred tips that had

previously towered overhead could now be brushed with a boot,

the mud stained with their pollen.

The gardener shook his head in sadness.

"Maybe you will recall something later," said the man, and

he stepped back onto the grass. But the edge was truly trampled,

and the gardener knew he'd have to spend some time fixing that.

"You realise, of course, how serious this is?"

The gardener nodded, pleased that at least someone else

appreciated the magnitude of the destruction that had been

wrought here.

But, of course, this man wasn't talking about the garden. All

he was bothered with was some attack, or whatever had

happened. The gardener had heard the cries and the screams, and

the sounds of the struggle, but by that time he was already by his

beloved plants. They couldn't cry out, not in the same way, and so

only someone like himself could feel their pain and come to their

aid.
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There was nothing more he could tell the Authority agents.

Let them chase after their truth and play their little games. He

had more important matters to attend to.

And he bent down once more, caressing the leaf as a tear

formed in his eye.

26th September 2016

999 words
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The rain was expected, but not to such an extent.

On the first recorded incident, the start of the shower was

greeted with contented smiles. The moisture cooled the air, and

brought out the lushness of the plants. But the rain intensified

into the evening, and disappointment spread. The weather station

received numerous complaints. Needless to say, they apologised

for the inconvenience and promised to investigate the matter with

the utmost urgency.

Those on duty were interviewed, and tech experts poured

over code. Meteorologists looked to possible unanticipated

fluctuations in conditions. But nothing adequately explained the

anomaly. Reports were filed, and the weather returned to its

programmed patterns.

The next incident occurred three months later, when the

weather was due to be unseasonably warm and sunny. Many

businesses had organised extended lunch breaks as a kindly

gesture towards their employees. The day began as expected, with

the sun warming the Dome from early morning. Many people

opted to don lighter clothing than was usual for that month.

But as the morning progressed a hazy film of cloud

developed. Initially this was only enough to filter the sun’s rays,

but as the hour for eating approached the cloud thickened and the

temperature dropped. Many residents without jackets started to

express their annoyance. Some of the plans for al-fresco dining

were abandoned, but many continued, those in charge trusting

that the weather would return to its arranged pattern.

However, this was not to be. The cloud cover built, and soon

even those who wore jackets complained of the conditions.
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When the first flakes of snow fell on the amazed and

shocked populace, the weather station readied itself for more

calls of complaint. They initiated an investigation immediately,

promising that their experts would work extended hours to

uncover the cause.

This didn’t quell the anger of the residents, and many called

for a total overhaul of the weather system. How were they

expected to plan their lives if they could not trust the word of

those who controlled the very atmosphere in which they worked?

How were those involved in horticulture expected to do the best

for their plants? How were civic planners supposed to organise

large-scale events? How were people expected to prepare without

accurate information?

Again, the investigations uncovered no cause.

The third incident occurred one month later, almost to the

day. The weather was due to be pleasant for the time of year, with

a strong easterly breeze, exactly as the organisers of that day’s

regatta had ordered.

The regatta was into its second hour when the breeze

intensified. Initially, those taking part expressed satisfaction, and

although some of the less experienced sailors grew nervous, old

hands relished the chance to demonstrate their considerable

skills. Speeds increased, and there were some tense, exciting

moments as boats tilted perilously closer to the water.

The force of the wind grew. Many craft capsized, and the

safety vessels struggled to cope, with meditechs in constant

demand. The event was brought to an early close as residents beat

a panicked retreat from the wild weather.

Again there were complaints, and the weather system

investigated. In truth, these investigations had never ceased, and

now they started to yield results. Eventually, a lone individual

was identified as the cause of all three disturbances. Of course,

his name will remain private, but Authority did release some

information across the public network.
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The man was a senior operator, and had worked diligently for

ten years. There were no indications of unacceptable thought

patterns, and although he was not overly social he was highly

regarded by his colleagues.

But he had been working in private, and had developed skills

that enabled him to circumvent the weather system fail-safes and

implement his own instructions.

In interviews he expressed a fondness for meteorology that

bordered on obsession, becoming increasingly animated as he

talked of wild, unpredictable nature. He rejected the arguments

that such unpredictability was disruptive. Instead, he saw this

chaos as a positive force, and was proud of his actions. He

believed he was doing something pure and good. Those who

focused on fleeting inconveniences missed the longer view.

He talked of the work of horticulturists, nurturing specific

varieties of plants. This might be viewed as progressive, but

there were now, he said, far fewer varieties than existed a

century ago. Before the Dome, and before the weather system,

nature had always found a way to overcome difficulties, and

new species developed constantly. Now, with so much control

over the environment, only those species that were beneficial to

residents were allowed to flourish. With control, nature was

being limited.

He then extended his arguments to include people. The

Dome’s residents knew exactly what to expect, and were only

capable of making the most superficial of decisions. They had

grown lazy and weak. They were a shadow of what they had once

been, when brave individuals had created the first Dome and

fought for what they believed in. And that was what he was

working towards. Yes, there would be casualties, even fatalities,

but it would help mankind grow. It would help mankind become

strong again.

The records indicate that he spoke for many hours, becoming

increasingly deranged, before Authority decided to separate him

24The Weather Report



from society. But they do not report the final words he spoke as

he was taken into Correction. He was still proud, and he smiled

as he gave a summary of his position, a phrase that has since

wormed its way into the public conscience. He spoke eight words

that have become a rallying call for all who despair at seeing how

pathetic we have become, and believe that the comfort we now

have is the greatest threat we have ever faced.

Those who experience no chaos experience no life.

10th October 2016

966 words
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The screen on Genna’s desk buzzed. She swiped, bringing up

Ballayne’s face.

“Lorent’s here.”

“Send him in.”

She swiped the screen to sleep and sighed. Let’s get this over

with, she thought.

Lorent stepped through the door, approached her desk and

took a seat.

“Genna. Good of you to see me.”

“Lorent. What can I do for you?” Genna forced a smile.

“I think it’s more a question of what I can do for you. I

have a proposition. You might not like it at first, but please hear

me out.”

I dislike it already, and that’s before you explain it, Genna

thought. “I’m listening.”

“You’re doing well for yourself, Genna. I’ve been watching

your progress, and it’s been impressive. You’ve taken some gutsy

moves, but you’re also pretty smart.”

“Thank you.”

She watched his gaze as it came to rest on her, then dip

down to her chest. Her top was low-cut, something others had

advised her against. They told her it would cause a distraction.

She agreed.

His eyes drifted back up, settling on her forehead. Avoiding

direct contact.

“But you’re position is precarious, Genna. You have

enemies. I’m in a position to help you. I won’t bore you with

details, but I can offer you a certain amount of protection. I have
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important contacts, and they are the kind of people you want as

friends rather than enemies.”

“You have a long track record, Lorent. That doesn’t happen

without influence. So what are you proposing?”

He eased himself back in the chair, crossing his legs,

exposing his waist. Genna caught the sight of the empty sheath.

Her guards had strict instructions.

“Sorin,” he said. “You know of the man, I’m sure.

He’s…well, let’s just say he’s a man who gets what he wants.

He’s keen to expand his influence, and he will not appreciate

resistance from some upstart hiding away in these towers in the

centre of her new district.”

He paused, but Genna gave no reaction. He continued.

“You have power and loyal people, Genna. He doesn’t like

that. He wants to break you. Believe me, I know these things.” He

uncrossed his legs and leant in. “I have solid information that he

is planning to strike soon.”

“And you can stop him?”

Lorent nodded. “Like I say, I have influence. I can persuade him

that his personal interests would be best served by letting you be.”

“And you’d do that for me?”

“I would. Of course, I would ask for some recompense. I am

a businessman, after all.”

Ofcourse. “How much.”

He raised one eyebrow. “You don’t want an advisor in for this?”

“We’re not going to get into deep finance now, Lorent. Give

me an estimate.”

He reached into his jacket and produced a screen, swiping to

wake it. He tapped a few times, then slid it across the desk.

“That’s a summary. I hope it’s not too technical.”

Genna looked at the figures without touching the screen.

They were fair, but she could see room for exploitation. The large

amount at the bottom was sure to rise once Lorent had an

agreement.
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“That seems reasonable,” she said.

He took the screen back before she could take a longer look.

“So we are in agreement?”

Genna smiled, then held up a hand. “One thing concerns me,

Lorent. What makes you think Sorin will listen to you?”

“We have dealings. He trusts me.”

“And that is enough?”

He spread his arms. “Trust is everything. You trust your

guards, you trust your informants. I trust my partners.”

“Sorin is a partner?”

He hesitated. “In a manner of speaking.”

Genna nodded. She reached for her own screen and tapped.

“Interesting partnership,” she said, sliding the screen across the

desk.

She watched Lorent’s expression as he took in the footage.

She had no need to watch it again. Lorent on his knees, Sorin

holding a gun to his head. The footage was clearly from a body-

Eye. Lorent was allowed to get to his feet, and was escorted from

the room. But not before Sorin clearly looked at the Eye and

nodded.

“Give the screen a tap,” Genna said. “There’s a report that

might interest you.”

His hand shook as he tapped the screen. He shifted his

position, and the colour drained from his face.

He read slowly—details of his dealings with Sorin, from

Sorin’s point of view. They clearly showed Lorent for what he

was—a small-time dealer, arrogant enough to think he could play

with the big boys.

Lorent sat back, taking deep breaths. Then he smiled.

“Interesting,” he said, his voice almost steady. “Doctored footage

and a false report. I’d question your contacts.”

“You think I can’t trust those I do business with?”

“I have influential friends. Clearly others want me out of the

way. This is a set-up.”
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“Influential friends? Like Sorin?”

He laughed. “Don’t believe that footage. And yes, I have

influential friends. Many of them.”

Genna shook her head. “If I were to throw your lifeless body

from the top of this tower, I would gain more friends than

enemies. You want a list of names?”

His laughter was more nervous now. “So, what, you remove

me? Here, in your office?” His voice rose. “You wouldn’t have

the guts to do it.”

She would, and she had. But not today.

“You have one chance, Lorent. Keep out of trouble, and you

have no problems. But cross me again, and I will have you

removed.” She smiled, then nodded to her guards.

As they escorted him from her office, she swiped the screen

again.

“Yes?”

“He’s leaving. You know what to do.”

She kept her word, and she didn’t make idle threats. Maybe

he would stay out of trouble, but she doubted it.

Within a couple of days, those influential friends would be

thanking her.

17th October 2016
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I can’t remember a time when they haven’t been after me.

It’s dark—the best time for moving around unobserved. Of

course, that doesn’t apply to them. It’s like they can see in the

dark—no, through the dark. It’s like they can latch onto me

wherever I am.

But no longer. Tonight, it will end. Tonight, I have a plan.

I make my way down the ladder. It stinks here, sewerage or

something. I don’t want to dwell on it too much. There are

probably decomposing bodies somewhere. It’s the kind of place

they’d use to dispose of their rubbish.

The metal rungs are cold on my skin, and I move slowly, not

wanting to slip. It’s hard to grip with hands like mine. I can see

them in the soft glow from the head-torch. My skin is pale, and

vivid white lines criss-cross the stumps where I used to have

fingers.

Of course, they didn’t take my fingers at first. They started

with the little toe on my right foot.

I never thought much of that toe until it was gone. Only

when I started staggering, and my gait became lopsided, did I see

how such a little thing could be so important.

They laughed at my twisted walk—but I was used to that by

this time. They couldn’t hurt me with their insults.

But they could hurt me with their tools. .

The first finger went a month later. I would’ve blacked out

from the pain if they hadn’t forced me to stay with them. I think

they injected me with something. They snipped, then poured a

liquid on the wound that stung like hell. Then they held up this
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little floppy bit of flesh, dripping crimson, and they laughed

harder than ever.

The next finger wasn’t any easier. I thought it would be, that

I would get used to the feeling of having part of me torn away.

But I didn’t.

I screamed. I know I did, even though they told me not to.

And, because I’d disobeyed, I knew there was more to come.

I look at my mutilated hands. On each, only two digits—a

thumb and one finger.

They said something about opposable digits, as if they were

being kind. But I knew that couldn’t be the case. They left me

with the ability to still do things for myself. They didn’t want me

to have to rely on anyone else.

They wanted me to be alone. Because then it would be easier

for them.

I reach the bottom of the ladder and step down with a splash.

Best not to think what might be there.

The tunnel is low, and I have to hunch over. It’s cold. I feel a

pull to return.

They told me not to do this. They told me not to disobey.

Every time I disobeyed, I lost another part of myself.

The worst was when I succumbed and told someone else. I

called out for help, and my neighbour answered. And they made

me watch as they disembowelled my would-be rescuer, their

taunts no match for his screams of agony. They brought his

sodden flesh up to their lips and sprayed me with his blood. Then

they sat me down, holding my eyes open and forcing me to watch

as he passed away.

Then they defiled his still-warm corpse. I thought they were

going to force me to join in, but they lost interest when the

contents of my stomach erupted down my front.

And they told me never to run. They told me I could never

escape.
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But, although they kept taking tiny parts of me—digits, a

chunk of flesh from each thigh, one of my ears, most of my

teeth—they didn’t take my mind. I could still think. Even though

it was excruciating, I still planned my escape.

The tunnel twists and turns, and I follow the route I’ve

committed to memory. None of this is recorded. None of this is

known to anyone but myself.

Eventually I reach the metal plate, hidden in one wall,

beneath a pile of wood and cloth. I open it, using the code I

agonised over and perfected. Then I enter the box.

This is it. This is how I can be safe.

The inside of the box is larger than one would expect. I have

made it as comfortable as possible. There is a mattress, and in

one corner I have a bucket connected to an old pipe system.

Water is cleaned through the filter I designed. I have power,

pulled from one of the old cables down here. And, most

importantly, I have my atmospheric controller, pulling fresh air

from somewhere far above and pushing out my toxic breath.

Then there are the tins and packets of food, and all my other

supplies.

I have calculated that I can survive down here for a few

years. That should be long enough for them to forget about me

and pick a new toy.

Of course, if they find me, they will kill me.

But they never will. Even if they find the box, they’ ll never

break in.

I close the portal, sealing it tight. There is an electrical lock,

magnetic bolts, and a heavy steel girder that I snap into place.

I am all alone.

I turn off the head-torch and stand in my new home. I feel

the soft air blowing from my left, the hint of moisture a luxury. I

am free. Nothing can hurt me.
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I feel a weight lift, and imagine I am floating. So much has

happened, but now that is over. I want to collapse, to forget it all.

I want to drift wherever my mind takes me.

I don’t even scream when the cold, hard fingers dig into my

shoulder and the rancid breath strokes my face.

30th October 2016
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“Alin?”

“What’s on your mind, Graf?”

“What makes you think something’s on my mind?”

“You’ve been shuffling all morning, and you’ve been

clicking your mouth. That means you’re thinking, and you need

some help.”

“I click my mouth?”

“Only when you’re deep in thought.”

“How do you know that?”

“Seriously? We’ve done this duty together for months now,

right? Every day, for hours on end, stuck in this room. Just

ourselves, these chairs, a couple of screens…”

“And the doors. Don’t forget the doors.”

“Of course. The reason for the job. But I’ve spent more time

alone with you than I have with anyone else. It sometimes feels

like we’re in a relationship, and Chelle’s just someone I know

who shares a bed with me.”

“You’re lucky to have someone like her.”

“I know. But I still know you too well. So out with

it—what’s bothering you?”

“Okay. I’ve been thinking…”

“Always a dangerous move, my friend.”

“…and I’m not sure what to do. It’s kind of connected with

our job”

“Go on.”

“See, we sit here and make sure nobody comes through who

isn’t supposed to.”

“I know the job, Graf.”

“Let me finish. I’m trying to explain. It’s hard.”
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“My apologies. Carry on.”

“Thank you. So we stop people getting in or out, unless they

have permission. And not many people try.”

“Some do.”

“Yes, but very few. I can only remember one.”

“That’s at this gate. There are the others, remember, and the

routes we’re not supposed to know about.”

“True. But there’s still not many people wanting to cross the

glass.”

“There’s good reasons for that. Who’d want to go out there? You

know what that … creature was like. He was wild, more of a beast

than a man. And they’re all like that Outside. You know that.”

“Maybe.”

“That doesn’t sound good, Graf.”

“But…I don’t know what I think anymore.”

“Even after that madman?”

“That’s what started me thinking. See, we’re better off in the

Dome, right? We have all these luxuries, what with the protection

and the fine weather, and food and all that stuff. And everyone’s

really nice and friendly. And Outside, it’s the opposite. Out there,

you’re likely to get attacked every day, or worse. People will steal,

and throw things at you, and say whatever they want.”

“That about sums it up. We’ve got it good, they’ve got it bad.”

“So why have we only seen one of them in all these years?”

“I don’t follow.”

“Why haven’t more of them been trying to get in?”

“Well, maybe they don’t think of it. That one we had to deal

with—he wasn’t too bright, was he? They’ve been breeding with

themselves, and you know what that does. He was probably an

intellectual by their standards.”

“Then why are they dangerous? If they’re that stupid, we

should be fine out there. They might be strong on a one-to-one

basis, but we’ve got intelligence. We can outsmart them.”

“Look, Graf, I don’t know where you’re going with this, but
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there are some things we just have to accept…”

“Why?”

“What?”

“Why do we have to accept them? It doesn’t make sense. If

it’s so terrible out there, more of them would want to come across

the glass. So it stands to reason that it’s not that bad Outside.”

“Not that bad? They’re animals, the lot of them!”

“But we don’t know that. Some of them are, I’m sure. But all

of them? Sorry, Alin, but I can’t believe that.”

“And so?”

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t believe it’s as bad as they say out there. So what’s

eating you up inside?”

“I want to see.”

“See?”

“I want to see for myself. I want to go out there.”

“Outside? Through that door?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve lost your mind!”

“No. I think I’m just starting to gain it.”

“You’re serious? You want to leave the Dome?”

“Not as such. But I want to go Outside. Just to see.”

“Then go.”

“What?”

“You know where the door is. You’ve even got a weapon, so

you’ ll have protection. Go.”

“You’d stop me.”

“No I wouldn’t.”

“It’s your job.”

“But you’re a friend. If you want to leave, I won’t stand in

your way.”

“You sure?”

“Of course.”

“I knew you’d help.”
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“Alin? Alin? You there?”

“The door’s shut. Go away.”

“But it’s me, your old friend.”

“Can’t help.”

“Alin, it’s me, Graf. You were right—it’s horrible out here.

Please, open the door.”

“I can’t.”

“I want to come back!”

“You’re not authorised.”

“I wasn’t authorised to leave. Come on, be a friend. Open the

door.”

“Well, okay.”

“Thanks, Graf. You wouldn’t believe how terrible it is out

there…oh, good morning. Should’ve realised they would have

replaced me. I’m Alin. I used to do your job. Graf, do you think

they’ ll let me have my old job back, or will I have to go to

another gate?”

“No. They won’t even let you back in the Dome.”

“But I am back.”

“This is in-between. You know that.”

“But you’ ll let me through, won’t you?”

“You’re an Outsider. We can’t let you through. You know the

rules.”

“But I only went out to see. I never wanted to stay.”

“You left the Dome. You need authorisation to come back in.”

“But you know me. I’m Alin!”

“Alin lived in the Dome.”

“Yes, that’s right. I’m from the Dome. I’ve come home.”

“You left. You’re an Outsider.”

“Oh, come on, Graf! Let me through. No, put that thing

down. You won’t use that, not on me. What are you doing?”

“Just doing my job.”

13th November 2016

942 words

37Millenary



She wore a friendly smile as she opened the door. He was dressed

in an expensive, loose-fitting jacket over tight, creased trousers

and polished shoes; his usual relaxed uniform. He had money, but

he didn’t flash his riches. He liked high quality, but nothing

ostentatious. That was why he came to her.

“Hi, hon. Coming in?” She stood to one side and he nodded,

his eyes never leaving her face.

As he stepped passed her she felt the urge to guide him with

a hand on his back, and to let her fingers play over his well-toned

body. But he wouldn’t like that. He didn’t come here for her

touch.

He made his way into the room and took his usual seat.

She’d arranged the room to his liking—the sofas facing one

another, separated by the low table, on which she’d placed a squat

floral display and six coasters. On the walls she’d hung a couple

of the prints he’d talked about before, those ones that looked like

nothing more than random lines. He’d tried telling her of their

deeper meaning, but she’d drifted off as always, his gentle voice

nothing more than a background hum.

“Drink?” She reached for the vodka. “The usual?” Without

waiting for an answer—although there was a noise of assent from

the sofa—she poured a couple of glasses, adding a splash of lime,

just as he liked it. Personally, she thought it tasted rank, but in

this business the client was always right.

She took the drinks back to the table, noting that he’d

removed his jacket to reveal a dark shirt, the top couple of

buttons unfastened. She imagined slowly undoing the others, but

knew that wouldn’t be happening, not in this hour.
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He thanked her, took a sip, then nodded in appreciation,

muttering something about her attention to detail. Of course she

attended to detail. It was what made her clients happy, and then

they came back for more.

He was talking of the stresses of his day now. She knew he

worked in finance, making money grow and disappear. But she

read between the lines, and knew he was under pressure from

those he worked for. If he didn’t perform, there was the risk of

violence. His skills attracted those who played by their own rules.

But she knew he was a good man. That was why he came

here; to unwind and let the problems of his conscience dissipate.

It was his weekly release. Maybe not the usual release she coaxed

from her clients, although she still held out hope.

“You know, I could rid of all your worries.” She turned her

head towards the open door, through which he was sure to see the

large bed, the covers smoothed perfectly, the lighting low. “You’re

wrapped up in your mind so much each day, it’ ll do you good to

switch off and go for something more physical.”

He shook his head, although there was a smile on his lips.

“My partner is a wonderful woman,” he said. “She more than

satisfies in that area. If anything, I sometimes think I don’t fully

satisfy her. Not that she complains, you understand. She never

would.”

He’d talked about that woman before, many times. He was

besotted.

She sighed. He was the client, and he called the shots. If he

only wanted to sit and talk, that was what they’d do. He’d paid for

her time, and she was his to do with as he pleased.

But getting physical would be so much easier. It was what

initially drew her to this career. After a string of failed

relationships she’d seen that, at least for her, romantic attraction,

sex, and companionship were separate things. They didn’t mix

well. She preferred the physical without complications, so this job

was perfect. True, she didn’t like some of her clients, but she
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could always shut her eyes and use her imagination. Just like her

clients, she could get lost in the touch.

But this man was hard work. He didn’t need a paid

companion, he needed a therapist.

He talked of problems with his rooms, and the weather, and

more. She shifted her body, muttering responses as they seemed

appropriate, and allowed her dress to ride up a fraction, but he

looked only at her face. It was hard to keep her smile genuine for

so long.

Finally, thankfully, the hour was up. He placed the notes on

the table and then stood, checking that his appointment for next

week was still in order. She walked him to the door, and he

turned to her.

“You know, as much as I love my partner and the life we

share, there’s one thing she cannot do for me.” He paused, and

she tilted her head for him to continue. “She’s a brilliant person,

but she’s so wrapped up in work. She can’t switch off. I talk of

my day, and she runs it through her own filters and tries to solve

my problems. I know she means well, but it’s not what I want. I

don’t want solutions. I just want to let it all out.”

He smiled, and for a moment she thought—hoped—he was

going to reach out for her.

“See, you do the one thing she cannot. When we sit on that

sofa, and I talk, you let me ramble on. You take in every word.

You are the only one who truly listens to me.”

He left, and the click of the closing door shot through her.

She could do nothing to stop her stomach plummeting. She

collapsed on the sofa, her head in her hands.

He didn’t deserve her lies.

She felt like the greatest fraud ever.
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Jan watched the shadows lengthen as the sun started to dip

behind the Dome. It would move quickly now. Pallin needed to

hurry.

"You see him yet?" asked Smarrow, reaching across. They

only had one scope between the two of them, had done since

Jan’s smashed last week during the Barren Run. They both knew

the collision had been deliberate, Smarrow determined to crack

fifteen minutes, but neither mentioned this. Still, Jan silently

guilted Smarrow into sharing his scope.

Jan adjusted the focus, scanning the desolation in front of the

tunnel. He'd always thought it strange, the way they called it a

tunnel even though it ran above ground for as far as they could

see. Apparently, there was a point to the north where the huge

concrete tube did go beneath the surface, but Jan had never seen

it, and he never wanted to go that far. To the south it disappeared

into the glass of the Dome. Jan had been there, once, but it was

an alien place, and he preferred to stick to places he knew, where

he could be with friends.

He brought the scope round and saw the figure of Pallin

walking calmly across the dusty soil, occasionally kicking at a

stone, as if he didn't have a care in the world. The best way to

approach the tunnel without arousing suspicion.

"Should be there in five. You any idea what he's got

planned?"

“He said something about clothes.”

Of course Pallin had told nobody his game-plan. Talk was

bad luck. You planned in secret, and then the Eyes could not be

forewarned.
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Jan swung the scope up the grey concrete, reaching the mark

he’d left a few weeks ago, the design he’d practised in secret until

he could duplicate it one-handed with his eyes shut. It was a

worthy marker of his highest point. He’d beaten Smarrow by a

hand.

And then, as he’d finished, the turret had twisted, and the

blast of energy had slammed into his chest, and he’d been falling.

He could still feel that sickening jarring as he smacked into the

dust. The padding he wore lessened the impact, but it still hurt

like hell.

There were stories of those who had kept their grip when the

first blast hit, and even for the second. But the third had sent a

bullet through their head, and they were dead before they hit the

ground.

Jan passed the scope across to Smarrow. "Have a look," he

said, knowing there was little to see. Pallin, in some kind of full

body suit, was only fixing spikes to his shoes.

Jan didn't have the overall record, not by a full body length.

That belonged to Leesha, and nobody knew how she'd managed

to scale the wall so quickly, or how she'd fixed the mirror to the

concrete. It was there still, shining when the sun was just right; a

reminder of her skill. Or, as Smarrow would have it, her luck.

Pallin had told them he was going to smash the mirror on the

way up. He said it would bring bad luck on the Dome.

"He's going slowly," Smarrow said. "Think he'll get far?"

"Slow scared or slow careful?"

Smarrow passed the scope back. "No idea."

Pallin looked confident. He was climbing steadily, yet he had

a smooth rhythm. It was deceptive, and he was moving faster than

Smarrow made out. Already he was closing on Jan’s mark. Then

he passed it.

“Damn!”

“Gimme!”
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Jan passed the scope across. Smarrow laughed. “Looks like

you’ ll need to work harder next time.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“He’s going to beat Leesha. Yep, he’s reached the mirror.”

Jan looked across to the concrete, where he could make out

the small figure on the surface. There was a glint, or a flash of

something, and he heard Smarrow laugh.

“She’s not going to be happy with that,” he said, handing the

scope back.

Only the blank board of the mirror remained. Pallin climbed

a little higher then stopped, reaching into a pocket. He brought

out a small, round object, and Jan shuddered. Jan had seen such

an object before, but only on screens.

“He’s got an explosive,” he said quietly, not quite believing

his own eyes.

“What? They’ ll never let him get away with that!”

And they didn’t. Through the scope Jan saw part of the

concrete slide back and a tube extend, aimed at Pallin. There was

a flash, and Pallin twitched.

But he didn’t fall. He continued playing with the explosive.

There was another flash. Pallin twitched again, and Jan saw

his clothing shimmer.

“Where’d he get a reflector suit from?”

Smarrow held his hand out for the scope, but Jan couldn’t

stop watching.

Two flashes so far.

The third came, as he knew it must.

Pallin jerked this time, a fine pink mist erupting from his

head. He hung motionless for a moment, then he dropped out of

the scope’s image.

“He fell?” Smarrow whispered.

“They shot him. The shocks did nothing, so they shot him.”

“Dead before he hit the ground.”

Jan couldn’t find any words, so he nodded.
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They both stared at the concrete. No sign of the weapon any

more. Pallin was a twisted bundle in the shadows of the concrete.

Then Smarrow went to stand up. “Still, you know what this

means, don’t you?”

“What?”

“He never made it back, so it doesn’t count.” Smarrow

smiled. “And he can’t beat us now, can he?”

Jan shrugged. “Suppose,” he said, rubbing the feeling back

into his legs. “We off home?”

“Might as well.”

“Your turn next week, then.”

“Yup.”

Smarrow walked off, and Jan followed. Smarrow didn’t like

losing. Next week should be interesting.
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The wind was colder now. Or maybe the fibres of his jacket were

finally wearing thin. It was hard to tell through the grime that

coated it, and the build-up from his body on the inside. He would

be sad to see it go. But it should survive a little longer. Long

enough, anyway.

There had been a frost that morning, and the morning before.

He’d felt it in the soles of his feet as he paced through the night,

waiting for the sun to rise, and for the warmth to return. Soon, he

would be shivering constantly. It wouldn’t be as bad as last year,

when the snow had come early, and the smell of mould in his

hood had been a reminder of the constant damp. No, it wouldn’t

be that bad this year.

And he didn’t think next year would be a problem. Soon, it

would be over.

He smiled, the movement threatening to crack his lips, and

the sensation might have been something to look forward to. But

the lad was more important. Maybe, the young man would be the

one to finally release him.

The lad was not the first, not even the tenth. Maybe the

hundredth.

The first had been the young girl, left on the pavement by a

so-called boyfriend. He knew the type of man who’d do that. Of

course he did. And so he’d pressed the purse into her hands,

feeling her revulsion, and then seeing the shock on her face

soften. The smile she offered sustained him through the

following day.

His stomach rumbled, but that was nothing new. It could

keep moaning—there was no food, and hadn’t been since
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yesterday. He stumbled, and felt the urge to curl up in a corner. It

wouldn’t be sleep, but it would be close.

But he needed to keep moving. He had a pocket of notes, all

that was left from the purloining two nights ago. The junkie in

that room would only have wasted the money, so it was better this

way. At least now, the cash might do some good.

The lad was one of the nocturnals, working through the night

behind a master who took all the glory. But the lad was keen to

prove himself, knowing this was a way to make his mark.

So like the man himself, before he’d finally seen sense.

Before he’d seen how little sense there was, and how everything

was to no avail. Only by becoming something repulsive was he

able to escape the Oroborus of money and power. Only by

lowering himself beyond what he thought possible had he risen

so high that nothing could touch him.

How long had it been? It must be five years now—hardly any

time at all.

The lad was hungry. He’d seen it in those young eyes, and in

the smooth skin of his face, barely able to support the straggly

beard he tried to cultivate. He knew this lad just like he knew his

younger self, and could read his intentions so clearly.

The lad had walked past the same building every morning for

two weeks, paying close attention when he thought nobody was

watching. He’d looked up to the room on the third floor, the one

his boss used as a safe-house.

But the room was watched at all hours. The lad might have

missed this, but he saw. He was able to get close, just another of

the destitute, just another wasted life to be ignored. And he

walked past the security, saw them wrinkle their noses, and saw

the weapons on their hips.

Tonight, though, he stayed back, out of sight, hoping the

money in his pocket was enough.

When the lad appeared, he could’ve shouted with joy.
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The lad had his head down, but his eyes were raised,

watching intently.

He stepped into the lad’s path.

“Watch it!” The lad tried to sound tough, and went to push past.

But he couldn’t let that happen. He stood strong. “Something

for you,” he said, holding out the notes.

The lad looked at the money, then at his face.

“For you. So you don’t need to go in there.”

“What?”

He jerked his head, towards those watching in the shadows.

“See over there? He knows what you’re up to. He wants you out

of the way. You think you’d get out alive?”

The lad laughed. “What d’you know about it?”

“More than you. You think I chose to be like this?” He thrust

the notes forward. “Take it. Use it wisely.”

The lad looked from his face to the notes in his hand, then

around the street. He seemed on the verge of doing so many

things, with violence simmering. But, at least this time, he did the

most sensible thing.

He took the money.

The wad of paper disappeared into a pocket, but not before

he’d flicked through it, whistling softly.

“How much?”

“Enough. At least, until you can figure out how to get more

without crossing the wrong people.” He paused, then said, “Don’t

make the same mistakes I did.”

The lad’s eyes hardened.

“You’re young. You can do anything. That doesn’t mean you

should. Don’t let greed be your ruin. Don’t be like me.”

The lad looked around again, then nodded. He crossed the

street, closer to the building. And then he walked past it.

The man felt lighter now, more alive. The moisture on his

face was too warm to be rain. He knew that, when it reached the

corner of his mouth, he’d taste salt.
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It was the taste of a debt being repaid. It was the taste of a

sentence ending.

The wind picked up, and he let it blow through him, as if he

was not there. As if he were nothing. As if the weight was slowly

releasing him.

Soon. Soon.
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They found the offering after a night of heavy rain.

She was the first to spot the figure, caught up in an old tree

branch in a quiet eddy. At first she thought it was an animal, but

after he said it was a person, she could make out the limbs and

the face.

He pulled the offering free, but she did what she could to

help. As he often reminded her, she was not cut out for this kind

of work. And when she complained at this, and said that he

always got to do the exciting stuff, he told her that this was

because he wasn’t as good at thinking. She could come up with a

plan, and then he’d see it through. That was how it always

worked.

Maybe he blamed her, she often thought. It had all been her

idea, after all.

They brought the river’s offering back to the house, and

placed the figure on a heavy blanket in the front room, starting a

fire in the grate so that the water would burn off. Of course, they

were careful where they placed the figure—they didn’t want to

make that mistake again. She recalled the terrible stench, and it

made her stomach growl even now.

She hoped this one would fare better. The skin beneath the

tattered rags warmed as it dried, and she used a second blanket to

gently rub the remaining moisture away. She started to remove

the sorry remainders of clothing. When she first did this, on an

earlier offering, he had told her to stop. But she had seen others

with no clothes on, so why would this be any different? There

was no reason for him to be so fearful.
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Besides, nobody could replace him. He should know that by

now.

They had been together for almost as long as she could

remember. She had vague memories of the time before, when the

house had been full, and when the other dwellings nearby had

been occupied. She could sometimes bring to mind faces, but

they warped and shrivelled, and soon were shrunken, the skin

tight against the bones, and she could make out blood vessels and

other tubing that should have been hidden deep down. With one

of them—she thought this was the person who helped fix their

roof, before they were alone—she was still adamant she had been

able to see the outline of his kidneys, even though he told her this

was impossible.

But that was a long time ago. Maybe months, maybe longer.

Now, it was just the two of them.

Apart from the river’s offerings.

This one was not as emaciated as many she’d seen. She

found herself squeezing the flesh, her heart fluttering. But that

was fat, not muscle, and was nothing to get excited about.

They moved the offering up to the bed in the second spare

room. She’d prepared the sheets before the sun had risen, as she

always did after the rains. She was meticulous about keeping both

spare rooms ready.

They tucked the offering in so that only the head was free of

the off-white material. She felt the usual disappointment at

that—they should be as bright as the burn of the sun on the back

of her eyelids. Their guest didn’t deserve these stained, greying

coverings.

Maybe, she thought, that was why the others had not fared

well. Maybe, despite all her cleaning, some taint remained.

He told her that she was being ridiculous. Sheets couldn’t

hold guilt like that. They had no memory.
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And that made her think of the first few, of the thrill at the

novelty, and the burning deep within. Of course, they had been

careful lest they were discovered, but they carried on, until all

were gone, and they had their paradise.

But it wasn’t paradise. Neither mentioned this, but they’d

created their own hell. The only way out, the only repentance,

was through a kindness.

And so they patrolled the river, searching for an offering that

might be their salvation.

She had a good feeling about this one, had done since she’d

seen the body beneath the rags. There were the usual patches of

decay, and old wounds long since bled dry, but there was still

some colour to the skin. She believed—she had to—that there

was some life remaining.

They cared for the offering. She cleaned the room, opening

the window wide to allow the fresh air to waft away the rancid

river stench. They both prepared food, liquidised, which they

administered using a syringe. They spoke to the offering, her

more than him. Sometimes she stroked the cold skin.

She kept the window open for longer as the days became

weeks, and soon she did not bother closing it at night. The

offering became gaunt, and she felt the need to change the

bedding daily. And when they moved the offering, they did so

with more care, not wanting to damage anything through rough

handling. The skin felt paper-thin.

And then, a couple of months later, when she sat on the back

step of the house, trying to ignore the aroma drifting down from

the open window above, he came to her. He rested an arm across

her shoulder, and he spoke quiet words.

Yes. He was right. Of course this offering was not the one.

They brought the offering into the kitchen, and did what they

had to. She cleaned the room thoroughly, and he set to work on

the fire. It was, as he never tired of saying, the one true way to

ensure there was no contamination.
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They would sleep well that night. In the morning they would

rise early, and they would search for another offering.

But they would do so on full stomachs.
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Lennet always gave himself a moment of contemplation before

she arrived. He gazed around his office; at the prints Barron

had provided, at the comfortable chair on the far side of his

desk, and at the dark-wood outer door. He turned to the lighter

internal door, to his left, and pictured the smoothed covers on

the bed, the towels hanging straight in the shower room, and the

polished tiles. He smiled. It pleased him to contemplate his

home. He only needed to leave these rooms for shared meals

and meetings with colleagues, or to take one of his short walks

around the patients’ quarters. In his role, it was important to

show a friendly face.

There was a rap at the door, and he called for her to enter.

Who else would it be at this time?

“Ah, my dear Yanis, so good to see you again. Please, take a

seat.”

She sat and took a sip from the glass he’d prepared, as usual.

She only touched water, not trusting anything stronger to pass her

lips lest it interfered with her contemplations, as she phrased it.

Lennet knew she feared a relapse and a return to her previous

troubles.

“So, how are our dear friends? Should we start with the

frightened bunny?”

She giggled, a sound at odds with her advancing years. “Oh,

Lennet, you are naughty to use such a term. But yes, we can start

with Dennie.”

She talked, informing him of each patient in turn, talking of

their concerns and her perceptions of their mental and emotional
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stated. She mentioned the progress they were making, and made

suggestions for possible treatments. As she talked, he made notes

on his screen. Of course, all meetings were recorded, but he

found the very process of inputting aided his clarity.

Yanis became animated as she talked, her arms waving, thin

where they protruded from her gown. She preferred the one-

piece, and only wore light sandals—and, of course, she wore her

undergarments. Lennet knew of them because one of her gowns

was wearing thin, or maybe it was designed for warmer weather.

The experience had been unnerving, but she apparently didn’t

notice his discomfort.

She needed precious little encouragement to talk, and for the

most part Lennet remained silent. Only when his screen

highlighted the time did he take the lead, letting her know that

their consultation was at an end. Her face dropped for a moment,

and then brightened as she confirmed their next meeting, two

days hence. Then she left, back to the part of the facility she

always referred to as ‘Bayrooms’.

Lennet took a sip of his own drink, now lukewarm, then sent

the usual call out to Barron. The man would no doubt have been

monitoring the meeting anyway.

Barron arrived within the space of a couple of minutes,

letting himself in and taking the seat she had occupied. If her

residual warmth worried him, he didn’t let it show.

“How is she?” he asked, without preamble. Lennet gave his

thoughts, both on what she’d told him and on his impressions of

Yanis herself. That, of course, was the main reason for their

consultations. Barron interjected with questions, some of them

flying at tangents, but Lennet was accustomed to this. He had yet

to fathom Barron, although his superior presented an intriguing

study.

“And how do you feel about this whole situation now, my

friend?” Barron asked, after Lennet had divulged all on is

patients.
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“I still feel unsettled by it.”

“Unsettled, you say? That is an improvement. A few weeks

ago, you were calling our dealings with the woman cruel. Does

this mean you are more accepting now?”

Lennet nodded. He had considered it cruel to feed a patient’s

fantasies, but Barron had been persistent in his logic. “I accept

that there is no harm in letting Yanis believe she is working for

us. As you have said before, it does allow us a unique insight into

the other patients, and it gives her a raison d’etre, if using such a

phrase is not overly dramatic.” But he did wonder if, on some

level, Yanis knew her true status within the facility.

“Yet it still unsettles you? You it difficult to persist in the the

facade?”

“No, no. It is much like any other patient consultation. In

many ways, Yanis is easier to deal with. She talks freely, and I

find our meetings pass by quickly. I might even say they give me

a pleasant break from more intense dealings with others. I thank

you for assigning her to my caseload.”

“So the unsettled feelings?”

Lennet shrugged. “I am not sure. I need to meditate further

on the matter.”

Barron nodded. “Understood, my friend.”

And the meeting was at an end. They exchanged pleasantries,

and Barron left.

Lennet shivered with the knowledge of his lie, because he

knew exactly what unsettled him.

Yanis was a prisoner like all patients, yet she believed she

had freedom to wander through her ‘Bayrooms’, and beyond if

the desire took her. She believed her presence in the facility was

through her own choice, and that she was a part of the team of

professionals. She believed she was not one of them. He fed that

belief. As did Barron.

Lennet looked at the door to his personal quarters. His home.

He knew the space intimately, but could only picture other areas
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of the facility with mental effort. And as for the outside—that

seemed a distant memory, and he could recall little beyond

accepting this job. Even that process was hazy.

He was doing good work here, and that pleased him. But

now, as he grew to see the deception Yanis relied on, he

questioned his own status.

And he wondered if he would ever see outside again.
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When the door opened, the musk of the man’s damp clothing

mingled with the aromas of Jimny’s cooking.

He greeted the man and indicated a table, by his new pot

plant. Apparently it would grow quickly, and would make a good

screen.

The man sneered, but he sat. “Coffee. Make it good.”

“Of course, my friend.” Jimny retreated to his kitchen and

poured the black roast into a cup, then decanted a little milk into

a jug. Last time, the man had added the milk slowly and watched

the swirls.

The man—Jimny recalled his name as Lan—had removed

his coat, and Jimny saw that it was old, and water had run

through to darken his shirt. Or maybe the rain was heavy. Jimny

couldn’t see through the tinted windows. He’d once considered

fitting clear glass, but his patrons would complain. They

appreciated privacy.

The man sniffed. “This good?”

“It is the best I can brew, and I hope it meets your

requirements.”

“No bitter aftertaste?”

Jimny didn’t answer straight away, but he thought back to last

time, when Lan had seemingly enjoyed his coffee and cake. And

so Jimny knew he was speaking of what had happened later.

“I apologise if there was something that disagreed with you.

Maybe there is some way I can rectify matters?”
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Lan sat back, and Jimny saw the sheathed blade, a similar

size to some of the cleavers in his kitchen. He glanced round his

cafe; a couple deep in discussion by the door, and a party of three

nearer his kitchen. They would all be aware of Lan. The man

would not try anything here.

At least, nobody had done so before. But maybe Jimny was

in error this time.

Lan snorted, and held up his coffee. “Let me drink.”

Jimny retreated. One of the group by the kitchen met his eye,

and Jimny approached, ready to take their order.

“Everything is okay, yes?” he asked with a smile. The man

who had summoned him raised a scarred eyebrow.

“You tell me. That guy giving you problems, friend?”

Jimny didn’t turn. He shrugged. “Sometimes people bring

their problems in with them. Hopefully a drink will help.”

“He causes you grief, let us know.”

Jimny quickly shook his head. “Thank you, but please don’t

trouble yourselves. I wouldn’t like your drinks to be ruined on

account of…of another man’s business difficulties.” He was

saying too much. “Do you want anything else? Maybe something

to eat? I have those rolls you like.”

“Tempting, but we’re fine.”

Jimny nodded and returned to the kitchen, where he tended a

pot on the stove, letting his mind wander. The man had been

angry last time, talking carelessly, and Jimny had listened. He’d

stored the information—because, as his father had always said,

information was the real currency of the world. Information was

power.

Yet his father had practically run this cafe to the ground,

struggling to broker his information. Far better, Jimny knew, to

do only what you could, and leave the rest up to others.

But Jimny gathered information, and sometimes, to his

shame, he used it inadvisedly. When The Earl came in, Jimny

wanted to please the man. The Earl could do much for Jimny, so

58The Customer Is Always Right



he’d provided more than food and drink. And Lan had suffered.

Information might be a potent currency, but exchange rates

were a law unto themselves.

Jimny watched Lan stir his coffee, noting the anger in his

tight frame. If that aggression overflowed, the three at the table

would step in. The couple by the door would either leave or

engage. And word would get out—Jimny’s cafe was no longer

safe. Animosity had been allowed in.

Jimny could not allow that. Rivalries were for the streets.

Lan placed his mug down on the table with an empty clunk.

Jimny approached. “Was your coffee okay?”

“Coffee was.” He sniffed. “Atmosphere stinks.”

The man’s words carried across the room, and Jimny felt his

other customers tensing. He knew hands would be curling round

handles of blades.

But Jimny saw an opening.

“Maybe a little air would help. I have heard that there is a

pleasant atmosphere in Heron Park, especially by the

warehouses.”

“What?”

Jimny persisted. “Yes, three people have mentioned this, and

so they must be right.” He stressed the last word, and the number

of people. “They talked of how unguarded they felt in such a

place.” He stressed the important word.

Lan’s brow furrowed, then his features softened as

understanding came.

Jimny was not betraying anyone. The warehouses were

known to many, as was the lack of security where they bordered

the park. Especially the third from the right.

Lan nodded. “How much for the drink?”

No regular would need to ask. “Whatever you wish to pay.”

Lan reached into an inside pocket and pulled out a handful

of notes. He separated one and placed it down, across a patch of

spilt coffee that instantly started to soak into the paper.
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Then he was gone, taking the rain-soaked coat with him. For

a moment a chill entered the cafe, but the door swung shut, and

all was warm again.

One of the trio beckoned Jimny over again. “Want us to

follow him, have a word?”

“Thank you, but no.” Jimny smiled. “I value all my

customers. You understand.”

The man nodded.

Jimny returned to his bubbling pot, lowering the heat. The

aromas were good, and he dipped a spoon and brought it up to his

lips, taking a sip. Others would be scalded, but he was

accustomed to the heat. He had trained himself to taste food, and

he could detect each individual flavour in the dish. This was

nearly perfect—a sharp dart of spice, a smooth texture, the

tenderness of the meat. Everything as it should be.

It was important to get the balance just right.

6th February 2017
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“Don’t go,” she said.

“You know I have to.” His hand brushed against her cheek.

“You know why.”

“To keep me safe.”

“You have your blade?”

She nodded, and he left. Of course he did. He’d already put

his boots on.

His musk hung in the air, and she breathed it down deep, into

her belly. Maybe that new life would get to know him through

this. Maybe it—too soon to say he or she, and it was wrong to

tempt fate—would love him from the start.

She sat on her bed and turned the lights down, almost to

darkness. That way, she could pretend he was still in the room.

But he was outside, keeping watch. Keeping them safe. He

would not let them take her again.

She’d been young, and her memories were confused. But

he’d told her of the blood, and the screams, and of how she’d

cowered from him—yes, even as he fought to pull her from their

evil clutches. She’d lashed out, and the scar on his neck was still

a reminder to that.

But he hadn’t forsaken her. He knew she was pure, one of the

few. And so he kept her safe.

Her hand found the bulge under her dress, and she let up a

silent prayer that this would be the one. She didn’t know if she

could bare the pain of letting him down again. She didn’t want

to feel the agony as her body rejected another poor deformed

creature, tainted with the virus that had stopped the world. She

couldn’t face turning her back on him again as he took the
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thing away, ending its suffering before it could spread the

disease.

She looked to the door and wondered, not for the first time,

what it was like out there. He said it stank, and that coming down

here was the only thing that kept him going. He said there were

monsters everywhere. Even the ones who looked like her might

be monsters. He said she was safe down here. And he said she

was the only chance the world had. She would be the one to bring

forth the uninfected generation.

When he said these words, his body next to hers, she could

feel him shaking.

There was a noise from the door, and this was strange,

because normally he opened it without a sound. And normally,

when the door opened, there was not this brilliantly painful

stream of light.

She couldn’t see, but she could hear, and the voices were not

his. One of them uttered something about a smell. She breathed

deep, savouring it.

And then one of the voices asked if she was okay, and with

her arm over her eyes as protection she shook her head. She

wasn’t okay because she couldn’t see him.

“You’re safe now,” a voice said, which was a lie. Something

grabbed her arm, and she screamed his name. But he didn’t come,

and the hand on her arm gripped tighter. Someone mentioned a

poor kid, and then the hand was pulling her to her feet.

Her fingers stretched over her belly. She couldn’t fight. She

couldn’t risk losing this one.

There was an arm over her shoulder now, and a body close,

but it stank of long ago, and she didn’t want to go, but she had no

choice.

There were stone steps beyond the door, and they were cold,

and she wondered if the virus could live on it, like it lived on his

boots, but it could not escape if he placed them on the special

mat. She wondered if there would be a mat upstairs for her feet.
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The strangers led her to a room. It was larger than her own,

and looked too comfortable, and the walls and floor had none of

the beautiful stillness she was used to. There was a smell, and it

was like the babies that hadn’t made it.

There was a blanket in the corner, with two boots protruding.

They looked out of place, like they should be on a mat.

She counted three strangers, and they grinned at her, and she

was scared. Because there was nothing to be happy about, unless

they had the virus. Unless they were vermin. Who else would

do…such a thing?

Her fingers rounded her belly, then dipped to her waist, to his

gift.

He’d promised to keep her safe. She would make sure he

kept that promise. She’d use his gift, as he intended.

She moved, and she wanted to be fast but everything felt

slow, like the stench in the air held her back. Her arm tightened,

and she gripped harder, pushing forwards. There was a scream,

but it wasn’t hers. She felt splashes, like vermin spitting on her

hand, and then something twisted inside, and she crumbled.

There was a burning, like the other times, but it was worse, and

as the pain overtook her she prayed again that this would be the

one, that somehow it would be perfect.

Hands pulled her, and hands pushed. She yelled, and when

something came near her mouth she bit hard, and heard cursing.

But then she felt the tightening, and knew it was time.

His boots sat in a growing pool of crimson, and she called

out his name.

Let it be the name that lived on.
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“What’ cha in for?” the man with the lazy eye drawled.

Peytr shrugged. “Just need to play.”

Lazy-eye shuffled the deck, his hands moving too fast for

Peytr to follow. “No go. Y’ave to have stakes.”

“He’s right,” said the old man, the one Peytr had met before.

Shack, or possibly Shark. “I’ve got a pile of notes, so’s Gamin

here. And Fellor…well, what’s today?”

The third man at the table produced a small box from an

inside pocket. He opened it and extracted about twenty sealed

sachets.

“The good stuff?”

“You ever know me have anything but?” Fellor held one of

the sachets to his nose and inhaled, then let out a satisfied sigh.

Shack turned to Peytr. “So what you in for?”

Peytr swallowed. “I want to get this girl something nice,” he

said, feeling his cheeks redden. “We’ve…we’ve had a falling out

and I want to make it up to her. But I don’t have much…” He

shrugged, and placed his handful of notes on the table.

“S’not much,” Gamin snorted. “Not worth playin’.”

“Ah, give the kid a break. You never been in love?” Shack

gave Gamin a punch on the shoulder.

“Payin’ fer love. Know what that makes ‘er.”

“She’s not like that!” Peytr found his finger raised towards

the man. It wavered as Gamin leered.

“Course she’s not,” said Fellor, slapping Peytr’s back hard.

“Fine lad like you, she must be the real deal.”

Shack took the notes from the table and placed them back in

Peytr’s hand, curling his own fingers round so that Peytr’s grip

closed in on all he had.
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“A noble cause, love. You’re playing for something special,

lad. You’re playing for your heart.”

Peytr smiled. He hadn’t expected this man to be so poetic.

“Tha’ right, kid? Ya puttin’ yer heart out?”

Peytr nodded to Gamin. Yes, he was playing for his heart.

And the game began.

Peytr thought he knew the rules, but these three were

magicians. He started strong, with a trio, but Gamin had the

same, only raised. Then Fellor beat his run with a higher one.

Whatever Peytr had, one of the men would beat it.

Nothing had been placed in the pot yet. Peytr assumed they

were warming up, and he was too nervous to ask. Maybe these

men played different rules.

It came to Peytr’s deal. The cards were warm in his hands as he

shuffled, trying to ignore the sneer on Gamin’s face, and the grin on

Fellor’s. He dealt quickly, keeping the cards close to the table.

“We all in?” Shack asked, and the other two nodded. Peytr

nodded too, but he wasn’t sure what Shack meant.

Peytr picked up his cards, and suppressed a smile. He

glanced at the others, but their expressions gave nothing away.

Gamin rubbed the side of his face, but that could be his skin

condition.

Gamin swapped three cards, and Fellor two. Shack seemed

about to stay, then he too swapped a card. Back to Gamin, who

exhaled when Peytr handed him new cards, biting his lip.

Fellor swapped one, and he placed his hand on the table, face

down, and sat back. Shack stayed his hand.

Peytr, as dealer, turned his cards over, put the trio to one side

and swapped the other two. The new cards added nothing, so he

changed again.

The first exchange was a dud. But he still had a trio. That

wasn’t too bad.

He turned the other card over. And he couldn’t hide the smile

this time
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He slid the card along, turning the trio into a quartet. Then

he sat back.

“’S a good ‘un.”

“You beat it?”

“Nah.” Gamin turned over his low pair. “Fellor?”

Fellor shrugged. “Thought I had something, but…” He

turned over his trio, mid-range.

Shack kept his eyes on Peytr’s cards. “Hand like that, on your

own deal. Might look suspicious.” Then he met Peytr’s eyes with

a lopsided grin. “That is, if you win.” And he turned his own

cards.

High suit run. It knocked a quartet to the floor.

“Lucky bleeder,” said Fellor.

“S’pose you want yer wins now?”

“That’s the rules. Pay up, boys.”

Fellon slid four of the sachets across the table, and Gamin

added a bundle of notes.

“Lad? Time to pay.”

“But…we didn’t lay anything down.”

“We don’t play like that,” Fellor said, tapping his head.

“Keep it all up here.”

Peytr swallowed. “How much?” It would be too much. He’d

never win her back now.

He reached into his jacket, but Shack grabbed his arm.

“Told you before. You’re not playing for money.”

There was metal in Shack’s other hand. Fellor and Gamin

stood, one on either side of Peytr, and when he went to stand they

pushed down forcing him back into his chair.

The blade Shack held moved level with Peytr’s head, then

down to his chest, the tip hovering over a shirt button. Shack

flicked his wrist, and the button flew off, exposing Peytr’s chest.

“You knew what you were playing for. You agreed.”

Peytr shook his head, terrified of moving another muscle in

his body.

66High Stakes



“You both heard him, right?”

Their fingers dug into his flesh, and the blade pressed in.

Peytr looked down to see a hot trickle of red.

“We need to remind you? What was he playing for, boys?”

Peytr’s chest throbbed, but he couldn’t breathe. He thought

of her and imagined that smile fading when she heard the news.

Then both voices spoke at the same time, so close that he could

feel the warm breath on his ears.

“Playin’ for yer heart.”

5th March 2017
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The code refused to work.

She’d been over it to exhaustion, searching for the error.

She’d run each loop through every check she could think of,

multiple times. Everything worked fine in isolation. And yet,

when she executed it as a whole, it crashed.

Every single time.

She stared at the hazy screen, and knew it was time for a

break.

The code was in her head, all of it, even though there were

thousands of lines. Tens of thousands. She’d agonised over every

one, creating her masterpiece.

Her failed masterpiece.

She shut her eyes for a moment, a buzzing in her ears, and

when they opened she looked at her desk. A couple of smeared

screens, a plate with something that might still be edible, and a

multitude of mugs at half tide. There was an odour hanging like a

miasma, and she thought it might be her. But so what? She’d

clear everything up later. There were more important things to

deal with at the moment.

She swiped as the buzzing intensified, and saw a fly land on

one of her old keyboards, the first she’d ever owned, now missing

half the keys. It hadn’t worked in years, and she didn’t know why

she kept it. The fly wandered into one of the key cavities.

Probably looking for crumbs.

She pushed it from her mind, returning to the code,

searching for the bugs.

The code ran again, and crashed. She scanned the

monitoring systems, noting how it had fallen at a different point.

Again.
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That was what made things so exasperating. It wasn’t as if

she’d find one error, fix that, and then be able to move on to the

next. No, this code was different. It crashed at a new point each

time, even when given exactly the same conditions. And she

meant exactly. Even down to the temperature in the room.

So the code was changing.

Of course, that should happen. Code had to adapt. Core

functions remained immutable, but everything else had to flex.

This used to be called artificial intelligence, way back when

nobody really knew what that term meant.

Everything changed, and yet change could be studied and

understood. It could be mapped.

Just like large groups of people. Treat them one way, and

they acted accordingly. Change the parameters, and they reacted

differently, but still in a way that could be foretold.

But this code was unpredictable. And yet there had to be

logic. There must be an underlying motive to its creativity. Like

convoluted fractals or deep-seated chaos engines, the apparent

randomness surely came from mappable reasoning.

She stared at the monitor systems, and dived into the broken

code. Strange. Those lines should never have been called. Tracing

back, there was no need for the code to enter that loop. And yet…

She pulled those lines up and read them. Twice.

They made sense, and she knew what they should do. But

they were not her lines. They did what she wanted, but not in her

voice.

She deleted them and replaced them with her original ones.

She executed the code again, keeping those lines on display.

The screen blinked, and her code disappeared, replaced by

lines in that new voice.

How was that even possible?

On a whim, she erased those lines and replaced them with

garbage, hitting the keys to write out a message in plain text. Not

even code this time. Nothing the system should understand.
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Before she’d even run it, the screen blinked and her new

message disappeared, replaced by the intruder code once more.

No, she thought. Not an intruder, but something that had

been there all along.

Something she’d brought into being.

She watched as the fly lifted off the keyboard, specks of

crumbs on its tiny feet. It flew across to the recharge packs, the

ones she kept connected to the screens, always ready. She had a

routine set up to switch packs at the touch of an icon.

That icon pulsed in the corner of the screen, and somehow

the new code started itself.

The fly crawled towards the connection between pack and

screen, leaving a tiny white trail.

The icon changed to red, and there was a brief angry

buzzing. She saw the fly on its back, crumb-shoes spasming in

the air. There was a snap, and a spark from the pack, and the fly

stopped moving.

The icon grew steady, then faded. The code ran clean this

time, and the screen filled with digits, growing smaller as more

piled in, shrinking until each one was a minute dot, and the

screen was filled with shades of grey.

The dots formed a mouth, and the corners turned up.

She mimicked the smile from her code. Her baby. She’d

formed it, then set it in motion. And it had grown.

The bug had been removed. The code was perfect.

There was nothing artificial about this intelligence.
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“This place is a mess!”

Did Lavello have to be so loud? Grath winced as he played

his torch over the upturned crates. Impossible to tell what they

contained from here. The beam caught shards of glass, light

dancing on the floor. He raised it to the window, high in the wall.

The catch was hanging loose.

“So what are we looking for?” Lavello asked from the

doorway. He hadn’t even closed the door.

“Whatever’s not here.”

“Like that makes any sense.” Light flickered behind Grath,

playing on the wall to the left. “Anything from surveillance?”

“You think this place was being watched?” The crate by

Grath’s feet was upright, the lid torn free to expose countless

small plain boxes.

“Dunno. Just assumed.”

“Eyes make people take notice. Better to hide things where

nobody’s looking. Right?”

“Suppose.” Lavello’s torch played over the walls, then across

the ceiling. Grath thought of the offices above them. He heard a

groan from Lavello as the beam fell to the ground.

“You have a good time last night?”

“Huh?” Lavello’s torch shook.

“Someone said they saw you at the Crab. Said you were

pretty out of it.”

“Good to have a blow-out every now and then.”

“Letting off steam.”

“Yeah.”
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“Or celebrating.”

Lavello paused. “What would I be celebrating?”

“Getting this job?” Grath swung his beam round.

Lavello raised an arm to shield his eyes. “Only probation. I’ ll

celebrate when it’s a cert.”

Grath looked up. “Who owns the offices upstairs?”

Lavello hesitated. “Want me to go and ask?”

“This time of night?”

“We’re working. Why not others?”

Grath ignored the question and returned his attention to the

crates. That one had marks on the lid, possibly from a crowbar.

But the lock had not been touched.

“So what did the boss have in here?” Lovello asked.

“All kinds.”

“Flash tech, wasn’t it? Dome stuff.”

“Where d’you hear that?” Grath kept his voice level, but he

listened hard. This could be important.

“Heard some guys talking.”

“The boss’ guys?”

“Dunno. Maybe.”

Grath stored that, and continued investigating. The next crate

had its contents tipped out, some of the packages scuffed,

probably from boots. But nothing looked broken.

“So what do you think happened here?” Lovello had moved

further into the room now. Grath turned to face him.

“You tell me. Impress the boss.”

Lavello glanced around, pulling a face. Thinking. “Door was

ripped off, so I reckon some kind of pulley system. Then they

came in and trashed the place searching for this tech. Then they

left.”

“Just like that?”

Lavello shrugged again. “You got any better ideas?”
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But Grath didn’t answer. Instead, he walked to the door,

playing his beam over the frame. Solid, but the door itself was

buckled. There was a dent on the inside.

“You think they got what they came for?” He didn’t turn, but

listened as Lavello paused before answering.

“Sure. Otherwise, why leave?”

“Disturbed?”

Lavello shook his head. “Nobody around. Especially at

night.”

“Apart from us.”

“Yeah.” Lavello put a package down and picked up another,

identical to the first. “So, where d’you want me to start?”

“Doing what.”

“Searching. For this tech. Where’s it likely to be?”

Grath raised an eyebrow. “Where would you think?”

Lavello played his torch around, eventually settling on a pile

of upturned crates in the corner. “Over there?”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “It’s in the corner. Far away from the door.

Best place to hide something, right?”

“Sure. Knock yourself out.”

Grath watched as Lavello started prodding, moving from one

package to the next. He looked bored. Or nervous.

“Boss wanted me to ask—you had any dodgy calls

recently?”

“Me?”

“Who else?”

“Right, right. Dodgy calls. Nope. No calls.”

Grath let it drop. But he had what he wanted now.

“So what do you think happened here, Grath? You’ve got

experience, right?”

“Yep.” He flashed his beam into Lavello’s eyes again. “I

know what happened.” He saw Lavello swallow. “You know the
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boss can track messages, right? Some of his tech guys, it’s

amazing what they do.”

Lavello let out a muffled laugh. It didn’t sound convincing.

“So what do I think happened?” Grath knew it was time to

talk, now that he had Lavello’s attention. He played his beam over

the broken glass. “Entry through the skylight, but it’s unlocked.”

Then to the door. “Door forced out, but it can be unlocked from

the inside. Conclusion—inside job, make to look like something

else.”

He watched Lavello look around, mouth open.

“And they didn’t get what they were looking for. You think

the boss would keep Dome tech here?” Then he smiled. “But it’s

useful to let people think that. It lets him track information

leaks.”

He paused, giving Lavello time to consider. And to look at

the blade Grath now held.

“You wanted a job with the boss?”

Lavello nodded. Grath saw the dark patch spreading around

his crotch, and he breathed in the acrid aroma of fear.

“But you sold him out.” Grath held his blade up, waving it in

the torch’s beam. “So what do you think happens now?”

Lavello shut his eyes, lips quivering. Grath didn’t let his

smile show.

“The boss plays people. And he respects those who do the

same. You think he’s angry at your betrayal?” Grath didn’t give

Lavello time to answer. “He’s disappointed, but he’s not angry.

He admires your balls.”

“S-so what n-n-now?”

“Now?” He let the beam drop to the floor. “Now you run.”

“I live?”

“Why not? The boss isn’t a monster.”

The torch rose again.
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“Like I said, he admires your balls. And if he ever sees you

again, I’ ll give them to him in a gift-wrapped box.”

Grath knew that wouldn’t happen. Lavello would disappear.

But word would get round. And someone else would try to move

in on the boss. Then Grath would have to play someone else.

He had the best job in the world.

3rd April 2017
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Hey, Jarrow! Good to hear your voice. How you feeling?

Ah, these things take time. At least you’re up and about now.

Yeah, I popped in, but you were out of it. Kind of figured

you didn’t want to be observed. They said it might take a while.

Said even when you came round, you’d be drifting off most of the

time, what with all the meds. That true?

Doesn’t sound too bad. And if the pills don’t work, have a

drink. Normally helps me sleep!

Yeah, good times, buddy. Good times. Remember it well. So

how’s Leela taking it? She seemed pretty shaken last I saw.

Hey, just doing what I could. She needed a bit of comforting,

right? That’s what friends are for.

She called me what? Must’ve been more shaken than I

realised. Ain’t no knight, man. Just a mate looking after a pal’s

girl. So, she better now you’re back?

Hell! And she just let you lay there, didn’t want you to do a

thing? Man, I’ve gotta find me someone like that.

Yeah, yeah. One day. I know.

Anyway, she mentioned something while you were out of it,

kind of knocked me back. Don’t know if it’s anything, but…I’m

wary, you know?

Yeah, okay. Paranoid. But I’m still alive, right?

So she mentioned Pagin.

No, not much. Just said he’d popped round, personal like.

Said he left a couple of bottles. Said she didn’t know if he meant

for her to drink them, or to save them for whenever you came

round.

Right, right. But you know what that stuff does, straight into

your veins. You remember Sav, yeah?
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Anyway, your Leela said Pagin sounded pretty friendly, like

you and him were real close, and she was kind of surprised you

hadn’t mentioned him.

No, mate. Didn’t say a thing. Just nodded and mumbled.

Thought she had enough to worry about.

Yeah, I know you paid him off. And the sweetener. But I

warned you what he’s like. Once he’s in, he don’t let go. Probably

wants paying for those two bottles, as well.

He doesn’t do gifts. Told you that.

Hang on. Just got to check something out…

Aw, nothing. Noise from outside. It’s getting to me, you know?

At least the old place was high enough up that it was only

neighbours. I swear, sometimes I can hear footsteps on the road

outside, sounds like they’re coming through my wall. Number of

mornings I’ve been woken up before midday, you wouldn’t

believe it! Gotta find somewhere else soon.

Yeah, I’m sure Leela would love it if I moved in with you.

And I’ve crashed on that sofa enough times to know I’ ll get no

sleep at all. Especially with you two doing whatever in the

bedroom. Don’t want to hear her screaming all night!

Sure you mentioned she’s a screamer. No? Guess she just

looks like one, then.

No, course I haven’t! A mate’s girl? What d’you take me for?

Yeah, but that was different. Sav was just someone to hang

around with. And it wasn’t like he never played around. Give as

you get, and all that.

Hang on…

No, just another sound. Tell you, man, I could go paranoid here.

Definitely sounded like a window opening.

Yeah, like that one. Scared the living daylights out of me

when it creaked, but a hell of a good haul!
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Hey, like I said at the time, he got in the way. He always had

the option of turning his back. He makes it his business, what can

you do?

What? That was one of Pagin’s guys? I never knew. If I’d

known that…

Okay, that makes sense. Yeah, if he wasn’t with Pagin at the

time, I’m fine with it. And it’s not like Pagin’ ll care. If he hired

the thug with a few fingers missing, he knew what he was getting.

Hang on, Jarrow. Goddamn breeze now. Need to get these

windows sorted! Seriously, I’m gonna have to have words with

my landlord.

Yeah, if I can find him.

I’m going to have to check this out. Hold on a sec.

Jarrow? It’s done. Yes, I delivered the message. Yes, I made sure

he understood.

I was hoping she was here, too. Maybe she’s got someone

else?

Sorry. Of course not. I’ ll try her sister’s, call you when I’m

in place.

Of course I can! It’s a couple of fingers, not my whole arm.

Okay, okay. And Jarrow? Before I came in, I got a message

from Pagin. He says thanks.

16th April 2017
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Thanks for reading. I hope you found something to your tastes in

these twenty tales. If I’ve surprised you, or made you think, or

simply entertained you, then this book has been a success.

If you want to read more, don’t forget to check out my

website (twiain.com), where I post a new story every fortnight.

And if you prefer longer reads, I have a few things you might

enjoy. On the following pages, you can find details of the books I

have available on all the major e-book retailers, but I also have a

couple of novellas that are slightly harder to come by.

THANK YOU

If you are not sure what a novella is, it’s basically a short

novel. Mine are between 70 and 100 pages, and should only take

one or two hours to read, so think of them as films in book form.

You can get these novellas for free when you sign up to my

newsletter at twiain.com/join-the-list.
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Shadows (Sci-fi with a dose of horror)

Shadowfall (Book One)

Shadowsiege (Book Two)

Shadowstrike (Book Three)

Shadowlair (A Shadows Prequel)

Short stories in anthologies

Touch— available in Electromagnetism

The Reason We Run—availabe in It's Behind You

Ghost Stream—available in The Power Of Words
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http://books2read.com/u/bzpvan
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