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	Transit

	We met at a parts fair. We simultaneously laid hands on opposite ends of an Emptor storage array. She smiled and brandished a handful of gigaflex at me. 

	"Mine." She said. 

	In one of those moments of prescient genius, I replied: "Ours." 

	It started for real a week later and finished two hours ago, with fifty years in between. We had gone from two lonely computer geeks with a thing for efficient storage to the founders of DataSure. 

	Yes, that DataSure. The one that can map you into the Alphanet; “Making Death Merely a Transition” as our promotionals say. She's there now, a Transited, getting used to peripherals that can operate kit in different galaxies. We argued so much about that. She wanted the merge as her body failed; I couldn't bear to see her go. Her crossing was the end for us because a transited consciousness cannot run slowly enough to mix with mortals. It just isn't possible. A machine slow enough to allow us to interface would demise the transited. A certain processing speed is necessary to maintain soulullar cohesion. 

	 

	Yes, I am wealthy enough to ignore the assisted suicide laws and the mandatory consciousness directives, but my problem is something I cannot buy off. 

	In amongst the genetic diversity of mankind there is a peculiar combination that although mapped decades ago was a mere curiosity until Transit was discovered. It means that a minute fraction of one percent of the population cannot be transited. They are quietly and pityingly referred to as 'The Bodybound'. Something in their makeup means their consciousness cannot remain cohesive outside the shell they were born into. I have the dubious, lonely privilege of being one of them. 

	So I lie here next to her precious body, the cortex feed bundle hidden by her still luxuriant white hair. I write this having just completed putting my affairs in order. Now I look at the dark sheen on the barrel of my antique Desert Eagle and hope beyond reason that one day my afterlife will find her eternal circuits, somewhere out there when science and heaven finally meet.

	***

	 

	Moon Crossed

	There’s a single star visible just under the full moon. Through the haze, it looks like a single tear catching the light as it slowly falls. The moon weeps over what she sees and I cannot gainsay her that.

	The moor is blue and silver in the light. Out here, far from the city sprawls, the light pollution laws have had the desired effect. Darkness like our ancestors knew is returned. Unfortunately for me, it has allowed other things that like darkness to return. 

	She said she needed to run. She was being pursued by the government and when I checked her credentials, she came up as a person of extreme interest. Which made me smile in agreement, although for different reasons. Green eyes on a natural strawberry blonde are so rare. Gemina could have been a doyen of the neo-web. Looks still count for more than skill.

	We had met clandestinely; furtive moments grabbed from her busy days of running and my days of shady dealings. In her, I discovered everything I had dreamt of for Melindra and I but never realised. Melindra still shared my place, but it was more of a business arrangement - for all that we still surreptitiously stole glances at one another when we thought we could get away with it.

	Gemina seemed to feel the same attraction. Before long, our clandestine meetings moved from back alleys to anywhere with anonymity and a bed. They were moments of wonder snatched from the grey rigours of survival in the New Britain, a place where you worked like a dog for a pittance, worked for free because you were unemployed scum, or worked at something illegal to avoid the previous two fates. The upper classes did not care. Inhabitants of the worker cities were barred from the show cities, the ones that the world saw.

	Down here where the real people lived, escape was a dream that many worked towards but few could afford. Those that managed to pay enough to ‘retire’ went through a tortuous and dangerous process that culminated with a trip to Europe or death in an out of the way place.

	I made my fortune by making introductions. I had worked hard to get a reputation for discretion and honesty. When I took a fee or a percentage, everyone involved knew it was a good deal.

	Unfortunately, it seems that the new gang lords have decided that this lucrative trade is better off in their hands rather than being picked over by independents like me. Of course, said gang lords have connections into the upper classes. Legal or illegal, there is a corporate entity behind it all, no matter what their appearance or reputation.

	Those connections made a fiction appear real. They researched the business they were going to move on, namely me. So when they made their move, it was an offer I could not refuse. An offer with green eyes that let me lead her to a quiet place where she could neatly insert herself as the new facilitator for the escape routes. She did it by sliding a shiv between my dermal plates and severing my spinal column as we exchanged a last kiss. I lay where she’d dropped me, the moon the only feature in my fixed view.

	A pair of thigh boots enter my vision. Her voice has a faint trace of regret: “Nothing personal, Bobby. It’s just that this trade is too valuable to leave in the hands of amateurs.”

	Without nanomed intervention, I’m dead in about five minutes. The only reason I’m still alive is my investment in the best that medical cybernetics have had to offer over the last decade.

	There is a muffled thump and liquid spatters my face, followed by Gemina’s body falling across mine. I lie there in stunned surprise as a familiar pair of shapely legs clad in stealth-panelled leggings steps into view.

	Melindra crouches in front of me, tears in her eyes as she rests one hand on my cheek while the other frantically rummages in her kitbag. Her searching hand finds what she seeks and one of my own Sureshot Critical Injury field injectors is stabbed into the side of my neck, hard. The business end has to hit my spine, after all.

	A tingling rush of icy pain shoots down to my groin and up into my head. I’m not going to die. But how permanently damaged I may be is something only rehabilitation will tell.

	Melinda strokes my face, tears running around the smile that has appeared. Her words are pitched to carry over the sound of suppressed rotors; probably a smuggler’s velojet.

	“If you wanted to retire with me to Switzerland and live in modest luxury, you only had to ask. No need to fall for a femme fatale and nearly get killed when she betrayed you.”

	I realise that I love this woman. I also realise that I am going to be apologising for a very long time.

	***

	 

	Late

	He said he’d be back for my birthday.

	“Yari, are you sure you don’t want us to come round?”

	No, mother. All I heard before he left was how this Skywing would break my heart. About how interracial pairings didn’t work. About how Stuart from across the hall would be a good catch.

	“I’ll be fine, mum.”

	“We love you, dear. It’s for the best. Better you found out sooner rather than later.”

	Bitch. Even on my birthday she can’t let it go.

	Under the setting sun, the view from the vent towers is beautiful. They rise above even the citadels, letting the exhaust from the city blow out over the bay.

	I remember the first time Curran brought me up here, fastening a harness about me before clipping it to his bodysuit. Then he took me in a feather-rustling, arms and wings hug before toppling the two of us off the tower. I screamed so hard. We fell quickly, past people in the citadels racing to their balconies to watch us smear somewhere below them.

	Then Curran unfurled his wings and swooped under the Magistrate’s Bridge, up into the last light of the sun. He loved me! Skywings, or Parasularnans to use their proper name, only fly connected when with their lifemates. Curran held both my hands as we careened a laughing path until a patroller politely asked Curran to stop as they were being bombarded with reports of a mad Skywing kidnapping a woman.

	I remember Curran smiling at the officer while hanging in the sky with lazy beats of his wings as the officer leant precariously out of an aircar.

	“She is my lifemate, officer. I would sooner die myself than hurt her.”

	I missed the officer’s reply because of the blood thundering in my ears.

	From then on, it went so well that we were both worried. His comrades accepted me, while my family shunned me. Then the news of a rebellion came and Curran had to go. He led a special forces flight: there was no way he could avoid it.

	The wind is turning chill and the sun is going down. Oh, my Curran, what happened to you? No information is available and it’s like the rebellion just evaporated, taking my life with it. Seven months without news.

	With a sad smile, I lay my phone bracelet on top of my kitbag and furl the jacket he gave me gently on top of it. I can’t get it dirty.

	Three quick steps are all I need to swan dive cleanly off the edge, feeling the air rush past and scour the sorrow from me. For a few minutes, it’ll be like flying with his memory. Then it won’t matter anymore.

	I’m travelling so fast that I have to squint to see the lights of the underpass waiting to illumine my smashed remains.

	There is a sudden crosswind where one cannot be. Arms wrap me and wings turn my plummet into a boost for the soaring arc that fails to keep up with my heart.

	His voice is warm in my ear and laughing. “Little girl, little girl. I was hoping we could have our lifemate ceremony on my homeworld, not on a spaceport airfield to save me from court-martial.”

	There are special pardons extended to lifemates who do spectacular, impulsive, illegal things like blowing an emergency hatch to powerdive fully-armed out of a military transport over a city to stop their suicidal lifemate - who thinks that he died because his messages were not delivered - slamming into the ground at terminal velocity. 

	I murmur my reply into our kiss. “Next time, don’t be late.”

	***

	 

	From Beyond the Gates of Death

	She cries into my arms as they come for us. Such a simple thing, this expression of heartbreak through physical reflex.

	“I thought I’d lost you.”

	Her hand brushes my cheek and curls around my neck. So soft. The touch is like a feather landing in a still afternoon.

	“But you came back. You came back.”

	I bow my head and crouch a little more to accommodate her legs as she brings them up to hook over my thighs.

	“They can’t take you away again. No. I can’t do this anymore.”

	I hear them approaching. Six units, two rolling heavy with ranged firepower, two clattering with ten-man fire teams, one jingling with the medical team and one silent with command damping.

	She hugs me hard and looks up at me. So small. So very precious. I agree with her totally. This time, we will not be separated. She senses my resolve and smiles, shimmers playing across her eyes in the unshed tears. Her words are a whisper with an adamantine core.

	“We stay together or we go together.”

	I nod. It was inevitable that it would come to this. So sad but so right. A love such as this cannot be denied by the actions of others. She slips from my arms and leans back against me.

	“Show me, Sam. Show me what makes the enemy cry and why those who brought you back fear you so much.”

	The acceptance in her voice is a release for my final doubt. I straighten up and deploy. Three metres of silken black ceramic biped blossoms as the shutters on my back release and tensor wings unfurl, blue-green in the streetlights. They arc two metres above my head and spread a metre either side of me. The irises on my forearms and calves open and my nyotentacles extend, their tips fading into invisibility where the monomolecular edges begin. My eyes are covered by silver lenses as my tactical comes up. I feel the faint vibration as my head deforms, rising in two peaks to reveal the needle laser cluster above the chronomantic array in my nasal cavity. With a casual flick of my elbow I drive a nanofilament down into the ground, fraying out to grab power feeds and data lines. I charge my combat arrays and my laminate dermal armours sparkle with sleight fields. With a thought, I find that I can shape the fields around her as long as she remains in physical contact. My diagnostics tell me the little black gun she carries is a piconuke launcher with a ten pack. I pass the mapping of my environment to the augmentations and return to normal perceptions. Her voice shows as warm blue waves that fade into words as I shift sensory inputs.

	“…beautiful, Samuel. My reincarnate angel, will you fly me away when you go?”

	I have a voice in this form.

	“I shall. Never to be parted again.”

	She smiles, tears still running down her face. The convoy turns the corner and screeches to an untidy stop when they see me fully deployed. No contrition this time. From the limo, a black uniformed figure strides down the road to stop a few steps away and regard us with her hands on her hips and tears in her eyes.

	“Samuel, I give up. Despite the screaming of my scientists, I am going to take this as empirical proof that you still have emotions and give you and Talia married quarters. Then we can all try to work out what they did right, because I am actually jealous of you two.”

	***

	 

	Totems

	Hadrian’s bloody Wall. Originally built to keep the Picts out when the Romans finally realised my ancestors were too surly to civilise. Since then it’s been used in books and films, every damn time to keep something nasty in the North from overrunning the lovely people in the South.

	I’m standing on it tonight as repair crews struggle to conjure up the unobtainable with swearing, prayers and gaffa tape. Alison and I are peering down the scopes of Bursinger S3 minimissile launchers, looking for the faster ones in the endless shuffling horde coming towards us up the M6. A six lane shooting gallery where speeding is deadly. The longer period ‘infected’, the faster it moves. An easy selection process because the faster ones are smarter too. They can organise the newer reanimates into inhuman pyramids for others to climb. It’s happened twice and thankfully we had working flamethrowers on the sections where it happened. Now we have constant monitoring and helicopter gunships. But there is always some twit who doesn’t clear the napalm zone in time and ends up as trooper flambé de jour.

	Alison’s tone is conversational: “You realise that we outnumber you?” She does not take her attention from her eyepiece.

	I keep my attention focussed as well: “We’ll keep fighting. Eventually you’ll run out of meat and decomposition will get to you.”

	She pauses and looks over her scope into the mob before squinting down the eyepiece with intent.

	“Hello Gantiur.” She whispers as a ghost of a smile quirks the corner of her mouth.

	Her minimissile zips into the shuffling crowd and I see a figure try to dodge before it is reduced to a shambling lower torso and legs.

	“Friend of yours?”

	She grins nastily: “It’s slang. Closest you have is ‘dead man walking.”

	Alison’s world was reduced to ashes by their sun doing something unexpected. They had enough warning and managed to transmit their consciousnesses intergalactically. On Earth they found compatible hosts in the recently dead. They are clumsy at first and by the time they have figured out how to control their new bodies, they are cannibalistic in order to repair decomposition damage to their hosts. Most never progress past that stage. The few who do became indistinguishable from full humans, their minds retaining the broadest traits and drives of the human that had resided there before.

	The original Alison had been my partner in and out of the military. When the ‘zombie apocalypse’ occurred, we got called back. Then she died in a transport chopper crash. All we knew was that she disappeared in the Highlands and returned two months later suffering from ‘amnesia’. I spotted that she had changed and she was among the first of them to confess. At first there was hatred, but eventually, surprisingly, sympathy has arisen because the Metharran plan has gone so hideously wrong.

	The bestial traits their civilisation had suppressed for so long manifested when linked to the memory remnants of humans, unless the human had died with an emotional bond. That enabled the new reanimate to rapidly achieve full sentience; to become a Methuman. But the loss of that bond sends them immediately, irretrievably bestial. Our mixed defence unit has pets, cars, relatives, ornaments, books and the whole range of things that full humans can become attached to. The Methuman call them Sanity Totems. Each Methuman keeps their totem near them and protects it with insane dedication. Because without it they revert to being no better than any of the plague of bestial reanimates that are assailing the world.

	I am Alison’s sanity totem and people cleverer than the two of us are still trying to work out how she managed to trek back from that chopper crash without going bestial. Meanwhile, she has had a miniscule device implanted in her head, so that when my heart stops beating for more than five minutes she will be explosively decapitated. Until then, we are discovering a strange love to keep us warm as civilisation crumbles.

	***

	 

	Graceful Malaguenan

	Guincamo looked down as they approached, the lander having extended its wings so the wealthy passengers would have time to admire the view. The metropolis of Andalusia spread below, sparkling in the night. Set in a ring of light that marked the boundary wall, he watched headlights sweep along the raised routes that passed between the towers of light. Such beauty. She was down there somewhere.

	 

	The barrio was lit like day by the towers in the distance. Serafina tipped a bucket of slops into the trough that ran down the middle of the street and hunched her shoulders against the night. A trio of passing traders made her a crude offer she easily refused, turning swiftly so they couldn’t see the tears in her eyes. High above, a spaceplane thundered as its retro-rockets fired, drawing her eyes up to watch the brief flames.

	 

	He was an acclaimed guitarist, flamenco-schooled and mariachi-blooded. The list of engagements showed the payments offered for each. He could pick and choose, apart from the Presidential banquet, which would give him more than enough anyway. So he started at the lowest end, always remembering the streets he had risen from.

	 

	She saw his name on the banners and the holos, on the music downloads and the bachelor rankings. It made her smile, that their fortunes had exchanged places so thoroughly. Twenty years before she had denied him for being poor and he had been so gentle, even singing her a beautiful song as he hid his tears and took his leave.

	 

	He had searched the listings of the elite for her name, but it was not there. Even the Fortuna Cinco Mil no longer showed her family name. So he used the reporters who followed him, getting their knowledge in exchange for exclusive interviews. He heard how her father had cheated Basques with the usual fatal result. He read how her mother had remarried badly and died with a bottle of the finest amontillado in one hand, a cigarillo in the other and an emptied pharmacy cabinet at her feet.

	 

	She saw he was playing a charity concert at the edge of the barrio and was refusing all payment for doing so. She queued all night in the rain to get one of the free tickets, sacrificing a night’s wage from the cantina. It may have only been a crazy dream, but until she stood in the litter from the concert, offering to help clear up in exchange for food credit, she would let it lighten her load.

	 

	He was distraught. After her mother died, there were rumours of her step father trying something filthy, then she vanished like the family fortune. Not a trace. He thought a while and made a wild guess. She had just walked away; leaving the luxuries she would have had to marry herself off to afford. His decision to do the barrio benefit show could have been fated.

	 

	On the night, she wore the summer dress she had worn on the day she refused him. It fitted well, her hardships having reduced her to the trim figure of her youth. She paid heavily for a fine rose to wear in her hair as every woman wanted one for that night. El Mariachi had not forgotten the streets he had come from. They would not let him down by wearing anything but their finest.

	 

	He dressed as he had on the day he left her father’s house, omitting the trademark Malagueñan rose he always wore at concerts on other planets. Tonight he did not need to be reminded of home, he was home. The lights fell and the stage was showered in rose petals. He strode forth to rapturous applause and chants. For three hours he played, listening to the audience’s requests and playing every one. The smile on his face and the snap in his movements showed his enthusiasm and the audience responded by going wild.

	 

	She cried and laughed and danced and clapped and cried some more. He was more of the man she had sent away in her moment of teenage pique at being courted by a penniless musician. No matter that he really cared and was so very handsome. Her family and friends had reminded her that such things were just not enough. Now she spun as she had only once for him, dress flying in the joy of the dance.

	 

	He was lathered and exhausted, but it felt good. The audience reacted as a proper audience should, letting the music move their hearts and feet, letting it renew their happiness and ease their sorrow. He was just about to concede his hope when a swinging spotlight caught a dancing figure that so perfectly matched a moment graven indelibly into his memory that he knew she had come. He finished the song and took a moment to drink and brief his stage crew.

	 

	She stood waiting as he took a drink. He must finish soon: he’d played for so long. Even though her dream would cause her pain tomorrow, it had been worth it to see him again, to know at least he had made his fortune. The lights went out and a single spotlight framed him. She froze as he played the opening chords of a song she hadn’t heard for twenty years, refusing to sully the increasingly precious memory by listening to other versions. Then a spotlight framed her too.

	 

	He stopped playing and pointed straight at her. With a smile, he spoke without music for the first time that night: “Para Serafina, mi amor.” 

	 

	Then he sung and played as he walked from the stage toward where she stood crying with a joy that they still say lit that place brighter than the lights of the metropolis above.

	***

	 

	Ballroom Acoustics

	The floor’s empty and the bands are long gone. The guests and their sycophants have departed for another venue, one more favoured by the media and the celebrities. On this empty stage the lights still spin with soft whirring sighs, colours of the rainbow refracting upon the chrome of her cape, crumpled where it fell.

	I instructed the maintenance servitors to leave the cape where it was and to clean it with the gentlest of methods. I like to watch the shadows wax and wane in its folds as the lights traverse it.

	Such an empty thing, a deserted dance floor. There is nothing that can quite express the fall from Saturday night so well: the loneliness of Sunday morning distilled into a ballet of beams and darkness, of swooping spots of colour and dazzling flashes of reflection, all choreographed to a sonata of silence.

	The hum of the servos and the whine of the elderly cleaning units have faded to nothing, their encore being the muted slapping of hatches closing over their burrows.

	I stand on the balcony as the roaring silence enfolds me, sipping carefully from a glass of Venusian Absinthe so that the action of my lips will not disturb this silence in the slightest.

	The domed ceiling acts as a muffler, the silence within keeping the sounds of Singapore One at bay, except for the hourly shuttles as they power into the heavens, hoisted upon spears of fire.

	How long until Earth is deserted, as the parties move into space? It has been coming for a decade and I am not the only one to stand looking down at their empty club tonight.

	But the parties’ departure was not unwelcome. That she would go with the vapid and the monied was unexpected. For five years we danced this place from obscurity to fame. Then she went and the music stopped. Musical chairs in reverse.

	A door opens. The soft pad of bare feet on vintage parquet flooring. I step back into the shadows, heart hammering loud enough to beat the band.

	****

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

	*****

	About the Author

	Julian grew up in Sussex, UK. A broken home in his early teens took him off the ‘straight and narrow’ and he’s never gone back. In the subsequent five decades he’s worked at levels from loading bay to boardroom, picking up a few tricks and a lot of stories along the way.

	In 2011 he published his first books, in 2012 he released more (along with Gallant, probably the smallest complete role-playing system in the world). Over fifty books later, he has no intention of stopping, and he'd be delighted if you'd care to join him for a tale or two.

	 

	Connect with Julian Miles

	If you'd like to get in touch, please use the email link on the https://lothp.org home page.

	 

	Credits

	Original front cover artwork by Simon Mitchener. All rights reserved. Used with permission. (He can be contacted via his deviantART gallery https://www.deviantart.com/simonjm)

	 

	This ebook was created using Calibre. https://calibre-ebook.com/ 

	 

	Imprint ref: SC05FTF001, 2026

	 


cover.jpeg





