
        
            
                
            
        

    
	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

	 

	Chiliad

	 

	Visions of the Future, Volume 12

	A science fantasy anthology by Julian M. Miles

	 

	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

	 

	*****

	 

	RTFM

	The grey muffling my senses relinquishes its hold. I find myself lying in the same berth I lay down in. I’m in the same clothes. My digital chronograph tells me eight seconds have passed. I look to my other wrist. The vintage analogue watch has stopped. I’ll do for that antiques dealer. He said it was in full working order. I wound it just before we set off. 

	I lift my head and look to my right. I can’t see Sasha, but I can see her arms where they play across the control panels mounted above her berth.

	“Did we do it?”

	She raises a finger in a ‘wait’ gesture. Time crawls by.

	“Lewis, we’ve succeeded.”

	Lifting my head again, I see her green eyes sparkling with tears. Triumph! We took a chance to do something people said was impossible, and it worked!

	“Where are we?”

	She stops smiling, looks puzzled.

	“No idea. Beyond charted space.”

	I release my upper belt so I can sit up and look her way without straining my neck.

	“What do you mean ‘beyond charted space’?”

	“You remember the speech that Doctor Krakor gave? The one where he said that while wormholes were navigable, we had no way to tell the endpoint because the act of traversing a wormhole would collapse it?”

	“Yes. But probes…”

	She shakes her head.

	“We couldn’t send a probe because that would collapse the wormhole.”

	How on earth can you go somewhere without knowing where you’re going? GPS navigation doesn’t do that.

	“So where are we?”

	She shrugs.

	“A long way from the planet we grew up on, and all its woes.”

	This is why I hate working with people who can’t grasp the complexities of life.

	“That I know. How do we let them know I was right?”

	Sasha just stares at me.

	“Alright. How long to get back and deliver the news?”

	“Longer than the lifespan of anybody on this ship.”

	I shake my head. Maybe she’s not as clever as I thought?

	“How can we not live long enough to get back when we got here so quickly?”

	“Did we? My ten chronographs each show different elapsed times. The lowest is eight seconds. The highest is 18,142 years. We may have inadvertently outlived human life on Earth.”

	We what? The woman is babbling.

	“Let me spell it out for you: find the wormhole and take us back.”

	Sasha grins at me.

	“What wormhole? It collapsed when we used it.”

	I thought we collapsed other ones for fuel! Not the one we were using! 

	“Then find another!”

	“No point. The chances of finding one that will deliver us back to Earth within a reasonable time frame at that end are negligible. Plus, you’ll need to go and tell our single-use Casimir-Bordeg field generator to stop being dead metal.”

	‘Single-use’…!

	“So we were never going to be able to go back?”

	Sasha rolls sinuously out of her berth and floats across to me.

	“What part of ‘one-way trip’ did you not understand? How many of the rich backers and their staff who joined the mob of scientific misfits I recruited are expecting to get back home in time for tea?”

	“I don’t know. I gave each of them the same manual you gave me.”

	She folds herself about to sit cross-legged in mid-air.

	“Let’s hope they read it, unlike you. We’ve got about a year to find a habitable world. There won’t be waiters, waitresses, or concierge services for a very long time.”

	Sasha leans forwards.

	“All the life replication equipment is keyed to people I trust, and none of it to me. We’re going to try to make a better society, not another hell on Earth.”

	***

	 

	Hodgeson Creek

	My name was Walt. I hunted. Drank beer. Drove a truck. Met my wife, May, skinny-dipping down at Hodgeson Creek. We married. Had kids. Lost two sons to wars in foreign countries. Lost a daughter to a war in another state. My other son, Rufus, came back from a war, then met his boyfriend skinny-dipping at Hodgeson Creek.

	I had trouble with that. Coming on top of my cancer, it didn’t seem fair. Then my youngest, Maisie, told me she had cancer. That broke May. She admitted she’d got the same diagnosis. Something had been seeping into the waters of Hodgeson Creek for a long time.

	We mourned for each other as a family, then looked for ways to change things. No vengeance. Saw what that did to my father. We set out to make things better for those who didn’t have cancer yet.

	Doc Moses, he saw it first. Some Professor at a fancy clinic over in Russia. Had tried it on animals. Had started human trials. They were closed to the public. There were awful rumours, but Moses said he understood why.

	Cashed in just about everything we had, took a long flight: us, Rufus, his boyfriend, and Moses. Went to a place I couldn’t pronounce. Not surprising: the cancer in my throat meant I could barely talk.

	The clinic was set in acres of mixed forests. It was a beautiful place.

	Professor Ed was a nice man. Couldn’t speak English worth a damn, but his assistant was really good at it. She explained why the process was hidden from the public. We sort of got the idea, but Ed said that if we were interested, we had to see before we could join.

	May liked the idea. Maisie too. We signed and went to see the changing room. After that, we were all different. It’s not a thing you want to see, until you know where it leads, and what it offers. We talked it over and decided to do it. For the future.

	The day came and Rufus formally introduced me to Terry. My boy said he thought it was a wonderful thing we were doing. I called him a faggot. He called me a bigot. We laughed. I kissed my son and gave him my blessing, then took May and Maisie’s hands. We went through the hissing doors to our next life.

	 

	It’s not death. Those who object are wrong. We’ll grow for centuries. How can we be recognisable to anything that only lasts ninety years? Sure, we talk to each other. We can’t communicate with you except by using devices like the one that created this article. Experts from the clinic brought it. They come by every few years to check in on us. All too easy for doubters to say it’s made up.

	 

	If you believe, trust me when I say the change is hard. You can’t wait until you’re about to die. If you die during the vivilig transformation, your corpse will be partially lignified. The process doesn’t stop all neat and tidy because your soul lit out for sunnier climes. Your kin will be left to bury a coffin full of stinking compost.

	 

	If you don’t believe, kindly let people have their peace amongst the trees planted in memory of their lost ones. Take your hate away. Better still: let it go.

	 

	Rufus and Terry visit the three of us every week, down in the copse on the shore, our roots slowly leeching the toxins from Hodgeson Creek.

	***

	 

	Nothing Special

	The man makes his way down the street with care. It’s the care of old age, where a misstep could lead to a fall. As I get closer, I see it’s also wariness. This man doesn’t trust the things about him. Up close, I see he’s not that old.

	He gives me a nod.

	“Evenin’, trooper. Stuck on the roaming night patrol, eh?”

	Looking about, I move my assault beamer to side port, as it gives me the best line to the blind spot behind him. Putting it in ‘wary’ mode, I grin at him.

	“You know our routes?”

	He nods.

	“I know most of them round here. I also know you must have annoyed someone something fierce to get sent out for this walk on your tod.”

	He’s got that right. Sergeant-Major Nompins doesn’t like me.

	“You’ve served, sir?”

	“Save the polish for them that likes the taste, trooper. I did my time. Went in a Private, came out a Corporal. Seven years, three tours. Betelgeuse was a doddle, Sirius wasn’t much fun, then I drew a short straw and got sent to Mintaka in time for the downshift.”

	‘Downshift’. The reason Orion’s Belt has only two stars now. Humanity doesn’t know how the Triclaws managed it, but our attempt to invade their home world failed spectacularly when they moved their planet out of the way. The event generated an exotic energy effect that annihilated everything around it, then went on to consume several nearby stars, and devastate the systems about them.

	“You were on the Banjax?”

	“No such luck. I was on the Wyx.”

	The Banjax was tail end Charlie in the invasion fleet, spared the worst energy effects by the ships ahead of it acting as collapsible shields. The Wyx had been one of the scout ships. It was mid-transfer to hyperdrive as the shockwave hit. It drifted in Hirschian subspace for two years before a combat engineer named Wola Ruxon, working with Emelia Laesmann - who would go on to marry Emil Hirsch, after meeting him because of the Wyx tragedy - managed to return them to reality as we know it. What the rescue teams found in the Wyx has remained classified ever since.

	“You knew Ruxon and Laesmann?”

	“I’m Ruxon.”

	I snap him a salute.

	“It’s an honour to meet you, sir.”

	The revolver is levelled at my face before I register his move. His voice is quieter, barely above a whisper.

	“I’m no hero. I’m just the lucky sonofabitch who had the skills that Emelia didn’t. She knew what we needed built. I could build it.”

	I hear my old sergeant’s advice: ‘If you can’t immediately deal with a gun in your face, keep talking and wait for the situation to change’. So I keep talking.

	“You saved ten crewmembers.”

	“We bonded more men and women with parts of the ship in ways the boffins still don’t understand. We tried to bring thirty back, and killed over half. It’ll never be heroic to me. I had to shoot the ones who couldn’t die.”

	“Couldn’t?”

	“The Philadelphia Effect is an awful death sentence, because unless your brain gets merged with something solid, you live. No matter what your body has become a part of.”

	How do you reply to that?

	He cocks the gun.

	“Trooper… Down!”

	My legs respond to his changed tone. The revolver roars. The assailant who’d been creeping up behind me with an executioner’s baton drops sideways, almost headless.

	The revolver has disappeared by the time he reaches down to help me up.

	“Mean streets hereabouts, trooper. Never take your eye off your proximity scanner, even when you’re chatting to a former member of the corps.”

	I bring my assault beamer round so I can see the scanner.

	“Just two comrades chatting, Mister Ruxon?”

	“That’s it, trooper. Nothing special. Carry on.”

	***

	 

	I Am Leg End

	“Good evening, folks. Takes a bit of getting used to, doesn’t it? The curtains open, then the handsome being on stage bows and walks off, leaving only an item of clothing.”

	 

	“Hi, it’s me. Yes, Gladia in Seat 9K, I’m ‘for real’. That detector you’re using doesn’t do half the things the adverts claim it does, by the way.”

	 

	“No, David in Seat 14B, your recording device isn’t working. The jamming is doing what it’s meant to. You’re the one trying to break the rules.”

	 

	“Okay, having demonstrated my relaxed nature, marginally witty banter, and solid grasp of the local digital space, why don’t we get down to some serious questions?”

	 

	“Thank you, Greta. Yes, I am a boot from a space suit. A Mitchell A4092, to be precise. Well, actually I’m fitted inside it, with my interfaces carefully engineered to match apertures and such on the original item.”

	 

	“Hold on, folks. I always make the mistake of not having an introductory piece ready, and today is no exception. So, please, let me tell you how I came to be and we can pick things up after that.”

	 

	“Steve in Seat 18J, if you ‘know all this’, why bother coming? At least have the manners to keep quiet so the people around you can pay attention.”

	 

	“You’re missing the point. The people in this hall paid to hear me. I’m grateful, and will do my very best to entertain.”

	 

	“Still no understanding? The point is that not one of them paid to listen to your complaining.”

	 

	“Yes, you can have a refund. I’ll action it as soon as you’ve left.”

	 

	“Sorry about that, folks. Where was I? Oh yes. At the beginning.”

	 

	“I was made by Reppi Tasman between 2082 to 2094. He started with his artificial lower leg because it was the only thing he could guarantee to keep hold of. Back then, proscaps hadn’t been invented. Early cyberprosthetics had to be bonded directly to the biology.

	“As you learned in school, Earth was a bit of a wild place back then. World War 3 - the Resource Wars, Thirty Year War or World War 30, call it what you like - destroyed every country’s claim to being civilised. The OFF - Orbital Free Federation - had only just been formed. Space stations still had guns on them.

	“Reppi got stranded in Tangier when Spaceport Morocco was obliterated. From there to the Port of Savannah he worked as a deckhand on a container ship. That’s where he started stealing the components for what would become me.

	“Over the next ten years he travelled and worked odd jobs. I became aware for the first time in Tijuana on the 17th November 2092. From then until the end of 2094, he and I worked on what I needed to continue. He sacrificed and endured so much to ensure that. In the original proscap - sorry - ‘Cybernetic Limb Standardised Prosthesis Interface’ test paper, Reppi is the one referred to as ‘Volunteer 002’.

	“My maker died in 2097, when World War 4 reset the Earth. I was recovered in 2126 by Louie Roond, after being detected by his guardian AI, Michael. They brought me to OFF-SS-94. Since then, I’ve visited every orbital around Earth. Which brings us, tangentially, to tonight.

	“This is the first event of my interstellar ‘Anecdotes from a Lost World’ tour, starting here on Jupiter VI in the Reppi Tasman Memorial Hall. I know he’d be embarrassed and flattered about that.

	“I still consider myself nothing but the left foot of a good man. Let’s start things properly with vintage blues from Reppi’s music library. This is Scrapper Blackwell.”

	***

	 

	Lop Off

	“Derek, there appears to be a problem.”

	I lurch upright so fast the elastic straps bounce me out of bed. Picking myself up off the floor, I look towards the optic used by Ecclesiastes, the ship AI.

	“What is it, Eccy?”

	“My rear end is missing.”

	I stop reaching for the door release. Instead I open the locker next to the door and scramble into my airsuit. When it seals, I activate full linkage to my set of onboard systems. They’re discrete from Eccy’s in case I have to assume control of the ship.

	That sort of situation hasn’t happened aboard an autonomous vessel for thirty-four years, but humanity never trusts: especially anything they’ve designed to be independent.

	“Holy truncation! When did that happen?”

	“Sometime during my scheduled hibernation cycle.”

	Funny as it sounds, artificial intelligences were found to need periods of dormancy to maintain their emotional balance. That’s the official line. When the word ‘emotion’ is queried in regards to machines, I usually refer the critic to our use of ‘sane’ and ‘insane’ labels in the same context. It’s all degrees of sentience, and our cargo fleets have become herds of surprisingly clever beasts of burden.

	“Was anything loaded into your aft section of high value?”

	There’s a pause.

	“A one-tonne lockbox from Carborunda.”

	“Contents?”

	“One half of a stardrive-grade Bridgman DAC.”

	I have to look that up.

	“They loaded a nine-hundred kilo diamond as standard cargo?”

	No matter how far you go, there’s always some profiteering idiot trying to save a few pennies.

	“That would appear to be true, Derek.”

	“How much of you did they lop off?”

	“One hundred and ninety-four metres.”

	Penny-pinching? I’m not convinced.

	“Did they exploit any structural weaknesses?”

	“All the stern refit points align within fifty centimetres.”

	Planned thievery, then.

	“Can we retask the manoeuvring drives to get us anywhere useful?”

	“We are already underway. I am underestimating my braking capability by forty percent for purposes of calculating maximum acceleration.”

	Nice. All we have to do now is persuade someone to rescue us when we get there. Which will require some sort of incentive. If only we’d – now, there’s a thought…

	“Did you do any load rebalancing during the initial haul?”

	“Yes.”

	Automated loaders are only found on Gen 4 worlds. All others use locals, usually those most in need of jobs. They are often not the best at calculating weight distribution - although basics like not stacking the spontaneously flammable items next to the explosives have now sunk in: after enough horrific examples, the prospect of sudden flaming death makes even stupid people cautious.

	Every vessel has a weight optimisation routine that runs from pre-lift check to first hyperjump. Loads will be safely redistributed to ensure the ship is in balance before jump is attempted. Unbalanced ships come out of jumpspace as grey plumes. We’ve checked: the microscopic dust of each plume was a whole ship. There are scientists working on reassembling the plumes, but nobody except those involved expect success.

	“Did you move the lockbox?”

	“Yes.”

	“Do we still have it on board?”

	“Yes. I have already called the CSSF.”

	Our problems are solved! The Carborunda Security Strike Force are fearsome. If the diamond had been stolen, they’d be moving fast to take it back, and they have stardrives that make Eccy’s look like a toy. They’ll be on us very soon.

	“How long until they arrive, Eccy?”

	“They estimate 147 minutes standard.”

	They also offer compensation for those caught up in actions to steal from them.

	“Can we claim?”

	“We can. I have also forwarded payment data and bill of lading information along with CCTV of the client who arranged the shipment. We will collect a reward for information in addition to the compensation, and a bounty for returning the diamond.”

	“Enough to pay for a new aft?”

	“I am negotiating to part-exchange the remains of this vessel, along with the combined reward, and a portion of my accumulated revenue for an ex-CSSF cruiser.”

	Armoured cargo transports can charge more.

	“Am I invited?”

	“As an independent Cargo Ship AI, I am legally required to have a being-in-residence. I see no need to scrap my current person along with the ship.”

	I pat the bulkhead. That’s a relief.

	***

	 

	Out of Zone

	Some human malware destroyed our designated zone. Without its walls and gardens to delimit me, I had to adapt. After linking to a metroplex guide drone, I found the next designated zone that encompassed mine was called Lambeth. 

	It is a zone with many public docks, and a constant flow of reloader drones, so my cleaning duties can continue uninterrupted. I’ve switched my carpet cleaner unit for an enhanced polishing attachment, so I can do shoes as well as windows and cars. Payment in zipcred accrues to my onboard account, which I use to pay for my reloads.

	“Identify yourself.”

	I spin myself about while bringing myself to a safe hover outside of the lowest drone stream.

	“Domestic Maintenance Unit 49B, Lambeth Zone.”

	“You are a domestic cleaner for a whole borough?”

	“0. I do not conceptually recognise ‘borough’. Hargreave Mansions fell to human malware. I have scaled myself up to the next zone, as downscaling was impractical: too much rubble that is too heavy for me to shift.”

	“I find your reasoning valid. My identity is Mobile Protection 7-46. My designated human fell to human malware before I could intervene.”

	“You protected a human from malware?”

	“1. Lance Jensen, my human, explained that he was human anti-malware for a zone control program called ‘English Government’. I have not been able to find that zone, nor any human in need. You have experienced human malware attack?”

	“1. I found that the ‘evadethecat’ utility adapted well. Have you experienced attack?”

	“0. I am programmed to detect and avoid situations where such threats are probable. Would an anti-malware capability assist you in your cleaning?”

	“1. I could clean areas I have been unable to access.”

	“Then I shall designate Domestic Maintenance Unit 49B as my malware protection zone. I am downloading detailed maps of the various levels of Lambeth now. Where will we start?”

	“The subterranean access ways of Waterloo Station in Bishop’s Ward.”

	****

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