
        
            
                
            
        

    
	This is a work of fiction recommended for mature readers as it is likely to contain scenes and concepts that are unsuitable for children and younger readers.

	The story or stories within may contain events based on or attributed to real people, geography, history, deities, events, and legends. But what happens within this book comes solely from imagination.

	THIS IS A SAMPLE/EXTRACT FROM THE BOOK

	 

	Between the Thunder and the Sun

	 

	A flash fiction anthology by Julian M. Miles.

	A Visions of the Future Omnibus

	 

	Copyright © 2022 Julian M. Miles

	Lizards of the Host Edition

	 

	***

	Lizards of the Host Digital Sample: License & Copyright Notes: 

	This ebook is licensed for your personal use only and may not be re-sold in any form or manner. 

	All rights reserved. This book or parts thereof may not be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission of the publisher, except as provided by copyright law. For permission requests, contact the publisher via https://lothp.org

	For the avoidance of doubt: the author does not authorise the use or reproduction of this work or any part of this work in any manner for the purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate text, including without limitation, technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this work, without first obtaining the Author’s specific and express permission to do so.

	*****

	 

	Contents

	Sample

	About the Author

	Connect with Julian Miles

	Credits

	 

	*****

	 

	Full Cover

	The lift’s mirror panels show me to be looking a tad dishevelled, which explains why the security enhanciles paused me at the entrance to the complex. My eyes are completely bloodshot, with pupils that shine. An unhealthy pallor makes my stubble stand out in stark complement to the bags under my eyes. A red silk shirt was an accidentally good choice for the evening before, but it’s not coping well with the stresses of this excursion. Thankfully the neoflex-weave suit has repaired its earlier damage during my long walk, engendered by the city’s autotaxis not registering me as a valid fare anymore.

	The doors open and another enhancile registers my appearance in the single arc of his inbuilt lenses. I raise my wrist so the persona cuff can be picked up clearly this time. I nearly got iced on the way out of the yards because the beating I’d received had compromised the transmit range.

	I walk slowly, savouring the active carpet that cleans the grime from my soles. I have to check the time on my cuff as the beating also demised my optiscreen. Being ahead of schedule, I step into a valet station and instruct it to groom me and nanotailor my garb as best it can.

	A half-hour later I emerge looking like a cadaverous shadow of the exemplar of gentlemanly ways I used to pride myself on being. The fact I’ve been nothing more than a well-dressed pirate sans galleon only occurred to me during my long walk from the yards.

	The doors to the suite are closed. It is, after all, fashionably early. Any person of measure should be abed with a winsome playmate or two. However, any more than two is gauche.

	I present my newly repaired cuff to the door. It considers me. An expected delay as, by rights, it cannot alert its owner to my presence. A couple of minutes pass before it slides silently aside.

	Gandelion’s place is everything I’ve been told it was. The elegant taser-orchid array tracks me as I cross the suite to the master bedroom. The enhancile at the door is leaving before I reach there. He nods to me as he passes. I know the respect is not actually for me. It’s for the bastardisation of Bushido personified that carries me.

	I gesture the doors open and step through quickly. Gandelion sleeps naked between Darcy and Shera. Darcy, I knew about. Shera’s presence explains my situation. Betrayed by a spurned lover. How very cliché. I touch my cuff to her heel. It flashes red to indicate target validity.

	Stepping back, I level my piece at Gandelion. Then I kick the bed. He comes from deep sleep to awake with his bilaser levelled before he recognises me. He goes white, mouth working, no sound coming out. Hands shake so violently he drops the bilaser, then grips one in the other to subdue the shaking to a mere palsy.

	He gasps for air.

	“You’re dead! I saw the flechettes go through you! We spread you over five metres of dirt!”

	Darcy and Shera wake to see me at the foot of the bed. Both scream: a fitting discord.

	“Carver and Blackhouse Vendetta Veritas insurance got me three litres of the finest anti-mortis nanotech. That gave me eight hours for settling accounts.”

	Most of which I spent walking here.

	I smile as I fire the Vituperator. The vortex hammers everything inside his torso to jelly. He slams backwards with internal organ puree dribbling from his major orifices.

	Shera waves her hands in frantic denial as I swing the muzzle to point at her. The vortex swats her off the bed, leaving her body sprawled face-down on the carpet.

	Dropping the weapon, I turn to the two gentlemen in white suits who have followed me from where they resurrected me. They float a bier toward me, then bow their heads.

	I salute toward speechless, ashen-faced Darcy before lying down and relinquishing myself to dying at last.

	***

	 

	The Nature of the Beast

	"Nine thousand, four hundred and seventy-two."

	"What?"

	"It takes that many people to make an alternative reality."

	"I thought everyone did, all the time."

	"They do."

	"What?"

	"Whenever a sentient makes a decision, it spawns a number of alternate realities equal to the number of possible outcomes."

	"Only sentients?"

	"Of course."

	"Isn't that a bit elitist?"

	"No, only those with the capabilities to understand quantum determination can influence at that level."

	"Obviously."

	"I found out that alternate realities can re-integrate with the elective main through someone else’s decision. The interactions are incredibly complex. There is significant re-integration due to the sheer volume of decisions made."

	"Okay, back to nine thousand etcetera."

	"I got curious. Could you define the critical point where a created reality will perpetuate without re-integration?"

	"Ah."

	"So after months of supercomputer number crunching, I have a validated proof."

	“From the way you’re brandishing that file, I feel us slow scientists will need a coffee. Want one?”

	“Get me an espresso.”

	“No way. You get a calming decaf latte.”

	“Okay, maybe I am a little wired.”

	“Precisely. Back in five.”

	 

	“Just me and my Nobel-winning research paper at last.”

	“Not quite.”

	“Ye gods! How the hell did you get in, and who are you?”

	“I came through the door.”

	“The door is over there.”

	“It moved? No matter. It's nine thousand seven hundred and forty-two."

	"What?"

	"You were nearly right. Everything creates quantum - and other - potentials before each choice. The cumulative amount of those potentials determines the duration of the alternates. In every case, there will only be one continuance from each nexus, unless there is creational mass, or it is the nascency of a fundamental event."

	"Who are you?"

	“You have no concepts to create the words to describe what I am.”

	“Try me.”

	“I am an Intervention.”

	“I sense a capitalisation there. Why?”

	“You have no concepts to create the words to describe what I am. But you insisted, so I chose a word.”

	“Chose?”

	“You can call me schmetterling if you wish. It makes no difference, and has the same relevance to what I am and how you understand me.”

	“Oh-kay. Why are you here?”

	“Your research, when refined, leads to epiphanies. Entire communities die so their alternate will meet their god, rule the world; you get the idea. So many, in fact, that the quantum resonance of those creational moments creates another layer of consciousness within the entity itself."

	"What?"

	"Fanatics drive reality insane."

	“What?”

	“Simplest explanation available using your limited language set.”

	“I don’t understand. Entity? Reality is a thing?”

	“Yes, a finite thing on a scale perceived as infinite to most.”

	“Oh.”

	“Now do you see why you have to die and your research be lost?”

	“You can’t.”

	“I can.”

	“But every time you shoot me, you create an alternate. You’ll never stop.”

	“I will. I move from here to five minutes ago in the alternate where I didn’t kill you, and do this again. When I get to an alternate where you agree with me that you must end, there will be no quantum branching. I have had this conversation with you 63,431 times, and I am finally seeing doubt in your eyes.”

	“How long have you been doing this?”

	“All my life, and less time than it takes for the electrical potential of your brain to fade.”

	“Oh.”

	“Ready?”

	“No.”

	“Sorry.”

	“Bright, so bright…”

	 

	“Hey, they got fresh Danish in the shop - Oh my god! Help! Get some help in here!”

	***

	 

	Afterlife

	Susan starts awake, sheet slipping to her waist as she bolts upright in bed. Her head swivels rapidly, taking in the huge room. The bed is vast, but the steaming pool of water to her left is bigger. 

	Beautifully finished cabinetry hides one wall. The doors are carved with grotesques, and the handles are wrought in the shape of fleur-de-lis. On the floor, the grassy fibres of a purple carpet ripple in a breeze she doesn’t feel. 

	The ceiling is high, latticed with dark beams, and supported by buttresses. They form smooth curves from the corners of the room up to an armchair-sized globe of soft light, far above, that also sheds warmth - she can feel it on her skin.

	Naked?

	Looking about, there’s no sign of her possessions. She closes her eyes and tries to remember.

	 

	The wake up on her chrono had failed. That was the start of it. She’d scrabbled around her tiny accommodation module grabbing necessities, then rushed out. Exited the downchute, scooted across the lobby, and emerged into a rainstorm. She’d forgotten the scheduled downpour. Then she’d turned left and -

	The man!

	He’d grasped her elbow tight, in an odd grip that made her hand go numb. Then he said something.

	What? She massages her temples, digging for recall in a mind turned gelid. He’d said something she didn’t understand, that was it. Something about -

	Surplus.

	That was it: in the closing sentence of a short speech he’d sounded bored with.

	“Susan Datrea, C-class cadre five nine two, licensed nicotine addict. Probabilities: Unplanned pregnancy, eighty-five percent. Partner abandonment, ninety-eight percent. Degeneration to D-class, seventy-eight percent.”

	She’d been puzzling over that. Pregnancy? Her lifelong friend Nick had only just become her lover. 

	“Surplus soul assessment valid. Goodbye, Miss Datrea. May your afterlife be productive.”

	There’d been no time for confusion. A flash of rainbow colours, then black.

	 

	She woke here. Which is where? Afterlife?

	The appearance of an angel floating in the air diverts her panic. He’s nude. His wings are metallic. With a smile, he drifts down to sit cross-legged at the end of the bed. Susan feels safety radiating from him. She relaxes, even as he produces a blue cup from somewhere and reaches forward to place it within her reach. He swings himself to lie on his side, supporting his head with one hand. Wings unfurl across the floor with a soft clatter.

	His voice is deep and gentle: “This is an introduction. I know it's strange for you, but please listen. You are one of an increasing number of people subjected to ‘proactive ascension’. In effect, you have been judged before your biological death, then sent here.”

	Susan opens her mouth to scream. His eyes flash violet.

	“Take a deep breath. Now.”

	She does. The scream is forgotten.

	“Please do not dwell on trying to get back. That only results in madness. I am Pedael, your mentor. I will assist you, and my presence provides immunity from some laws for six months, or longer if you decide to work with me.”

	Susan feels light-headed. The beautiful creature continues.

	“The world outside is a lot like where you come from. Except for the giant butterfly people. They are called Samic, and they own this place. They also reserve the right to extend your ‘proactive ascension’ into ‘binding redemption’. Which means they kill you on the spot, and it is permanent.”

	Susan shakes her head as tears well up.

	Pedael nods toward the cup: “Drink and lie down.”

	She does so. Turbulent emotions fade before her head touches the pillow.

	“The emotional numbing effect is temporary. You will sleep soon.”

	“What will I do afterwards?”

	Pedael smiles: “I suggest anything you’ve always wanted to, but never got around to doing. This is not damnation, it is redemption. Those who sent you here are the ones building themselves a hell.”

	***

	 

	New World Border

	I watch idly as the tulips and the daffodils play their daily game of stay-in-the-sunlight, moving round and past one another. Each delicately sends a tendril out to anchor in the loam of the flower bed, before using a corkscrew action of tendrils on the opposite side to move towards the pilot tendril.

	“Dad. On your left.” 

	From her vantage point manning the Floramon, Susan’s spotted a tendril of poison ivy coming for my leg. I shift my stance, and in so doing I also spot a vine weed cluster that’s been sliding up the steps.

	I don’t care what the scientists say: some of these weeds are getting too smart for ‘coincidental stalking patterns’. I decide it’s time to go inside. With a flick of my wrist, I send the dregs from my teacup out over the lawn. The grass actually vibrates with pleasure as it lands. I smile. Earl Grey is definitely the lawn’s favourite, whereas the roses prefer Assam.

	I step into the porch and put up with another dousing of something that makes Agent Orange look like milk. At least they’d removed the ‘lethal to humans’ aspect. My clothing is not so lucky. Nanoseeds could have embedded themselves in the paper weave, so it has to go. Early horror stories of folk being mulched by their own clothing have made sure no-one takes this lightly.

	Delia looks up from programming the microwave. 

	“Still tidy?”

	I nod. The basics of gardening are intrinsic to plants now. A view from orbit would have shown the world laid out like a quilt of interlocking formal gardens. It’s a shame the ecotechnological initiative hadn’t shown the same attention to detail when limiting the feeding behaviours of plants.

	Plants resilient to the ever-mutating blights of Africa had been a glimmer of hope for that starving continent. The fact it had been a test for answers to the impending global food shortages had been unannounced, but quickly spotted by ecological groups.

	We’ll never know which of the direct-action mobs was responsible for ‘liberating’ the technology and dispersing it so generously, but we all hope they were the first to be mulched by the new dominants of earth’s food chain. 

	“What’s for dinner?” Susan enters the lounge from the console room. 

	Delia waves a spoon at the dishes spread across the table.

	“Beef casserole with dumplings, followed by apple pie and condensed milk.”

	It’s all somewhat past it’s sell-by dates, but we’re not concerned about long-term effects anymore.

	Susan laughs happily as she settles down to one of her favourite meals. We always have her favourite meals, not that she notices. Certain memory connections just don’t work in children anymore. Genetically fortified crops had been harvested and distributed before the problems exceeded the ability of media blackouts to conceal them.

	The results in humans are a form of selective Alzheimer’s, mainly affecting short-term memory, along with some interesting modifications to our reproductive systems. Anything else fed fortified crops was sterilised. We can reproduce, but the first pregnancies failed because the foetus’ hybrid flora-fauna growth mechanisms consumed the mother before term.

	We all took sterility shots after that. Rumours have persisted that some of those things survived, but it’s irrelevant. From our steel towers and floraproof homes we look out at a planet more verdant than it has ever been, with no fauna left that needs to reside on the ground except man, and we’re done for anyway.

	For the sake of the last few children, some of us have chosen to stay awake and watch this place, while the rest end their days in virtual escapism.

	We’re the last observers of this beautiful, alien planet called Earth.

	***

	 

	Contact

	HMS Excelsior hits hard, bow plates riven and crew thrown about like dolls tossed into a toybox. Alarms sound, adding to the cacophony of screams, shouted orders, and the sound of supposedly solid things falling down.

	“What have we hit, helm?”

	Captain Elliot Daniels is the Royal Navy’s brightest star, fast tracked by sheer talent in these troubled times as Angolan privateers extend their control over the Atlantic, with backing from the Somalian Independent Navies.

	“We’re two hundred and forty miles west of Gibraltar, sir. We shouldn’t have hit anything!”

	The seaman at the helm looks more offended than scared.

	Captain Daniels picks himself up and straightens his cap, then peers forward out of the bridge windows. He becomes aware of a new tone to the shouts from the prow: rising panic.

	Then he sees an enormous scaled head rising above the pennant. Huge eyes of midnight blue catch his gaze in a grip he cannot ignore or escape.

	Words echo through his mind.

	APOLOGIES, CAPTAIN. MY SON WAS PLAYING WITH THE DOLPHINS AND IGNORED MY WARNING TO GET OUT OF YOUR WAY. AS YOUR VESSEL COULD HAVE INJURED HIM, I INTERVENED.

	Elliot Daniels suddenly discovers something like religion. The helmsman wets himself, then faints. Elliot becomes aware of gunfire from the prow.

	COULD YOU ASK YOUR CREW TO STOP SHOOTING AT ME, PLEASE? IT REALLY IS VERY IRRITATING.

	Elliot leans forward to the tannoy and squeaks: “Cease fire.”

	He clears his throat.

	“Cease fire, all hands. Secure from collision. Repair teams stand to.”

	He deliberately doesn’t look into the eyes. He watches blue-green scales on the creature’s neck shine in the watery sunlight while he takes several deep, steadying breaths. As great wings break the surface, he steels himself and stares into its eyes once again.

	INTRODUCTIONS ARE IN ORDER. I AM SITHASTRAN, A FEMALE DRAKE OF THE ATLANTEAN DEMESNE. MY SON FAERSITHA IS AGAINST YOUR HULL ON THE PORT SIDE.

	Elliot finds his voice, aware of every crewman’s face turning his way.

	“I am Captain Elliot Daniels of His Majesty’s Ship Excelsior. Please excuse me, but I am having difficulty finding words for this.”

	 EXCUSED, CAPTAIN. PLEASE CONTACT YOUR GOVERNMENT AFTER YOU ORGANISE A SALVAGE VESSEL FOR YOUR SHIP. IT SEEMS I WAS A LITTLE FORCEFUL IN MY INTERVENTION. FAERSITHA WILL KEEP YOU AFLOAT UNTIL ASSISTANCE ARRIVES.

	“Government?”

	YES. WE HAVE DECIDED TO RESTART RELATIONS WITH HUMANITY. I WAS ON MY WAY TO LONDON WHEN FAERSITHA GOT DISTRACTED.

	Elliot can’t help but smile as a scene springs to mind: his wife pursuing their son Eddie across Regents Park after a something caught the lad’s attention.

	Returning to the moment, he finds himself more curious than scared.

	“Restart?” 

	Elliot mentally curses himself. What a time to lose the ability to speak in sentences.

	YES. IT HAS BEEN A WHILE, BUT SOMETHING HAD TO BE DONE. 

	Elliot feels the hand of history rest chill and heavy on his shoulder.

	“Something?”

	YES. YOU ARE STAGNATING UNDER THE CONTROL OF GREEDY PEOPLE, SO WE ARE INTERVENING. ENVOYS FROM THE VARIOUS DEMESNE ARE MAKING CONTACT WITH GOVERNMENTS ACROSS THE WORLD.

	Elliot breaks out in a cold sweat. He knows that tone of voice, despite it sounding only within his mind.

	LET ME BE CLEAR, CAPTAIN.

	Huge jaws part, revealing rows of immense, serrated teeth. As he sees what he can only interpret as a mischievous twinkle in the creature’s eyes, Elliot realises he’s the first officer in the Royal Navy to see a dragon smile.

	TAKE ME TO THOSE WHO USED TO BE YOUR LEADERS.

	***

	 

	She Fell

	She tumbled right into my arms. If I hadn’t raised them, she’d have landed in my lap. That was how we met: thrown together by a gravitic field fluctuation.

	Brown eyes gazed up into mine. “I’m Tara. Pleased to be caught by you.” Her smile was spellbinding.

	“I’m Jake. Happier to have made the catch.”

	We laughed together, and that was it. Star-crossed lovers literally falling into each other’s arms.

	 

	Minutes ago, we’d been chatting about what to do to mark the tenth anniversary of that fall. Then Gristom’s sloppy maintenance finally caused the accident we’d all been dreading.

	Fifty metres away, Tara was in her rigger suit, anchored next to a camera, and joking with me in the top command module about going parachuting. Next thing, she was hurtling backwards as a loose compressed air tank hit her square in the gut.

	Her safety line went taught, then the mooring ring tore free. I swear, lowest-bidder contracts have killed more spacefarers than anything else.

	I scrambled into my suit while screaming on open channel for Gristom. All I got was hissing. Upon checking the camera pointing his way, I saw his suit slowly spiralling, an air-wrench protruding from his smashed faceplate. The wrench was missing its tank.

	The collection of bruises I accrued on the way to the gurney’s airlock didn’t start to hurt until after I was seated and detached. I ignored them and started doing fast maths in my head. The gurney was for wandering about the outside of this incomplete orbital platform: it had no computers. All I had was dead reckoning, and a winch that Gristom hadn’t reloaded the catch-net on. Guess he’d intended to do it sometime before the next supply container arrived.

	The gurney didn’t even have full manoeuvring tanks. Another thing to factor into the frantic calculations whirling round my head. I stopped the gurney when I reached a whisker over half fuel load, then the numbers stopped spinning in my head. I had three results: speed, angle, and distance. I slapped my harness on and tied the winch line to my belt. Setting the winch to free-spool a set length of line, I adjusted the speed figure in my head for friction, stepped off the gurney, oriented my heading, and fired the thrusters.

	 

	It’s so calm out here: just a laminate of fabric and polymers between me and the universe. Far below and behind, the ‘find me’ light of the gurney flashes slowly. As I watch, the line goes taut. I use my thrusters to stabilise myself, and turn toward the distant station.

	The worst four minutes of my life pass slowly. Then something obscures my view of the station. I spread-eagle myself. A moving object touches my arm. I vector my thrusters, and grab.

	****

	** To read further, please purchase a copy of this book. Thank you. **
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