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	Interventionist

	 

	It’s three in the morning and my mind is trying to get me to click ‘Buy it Now’ on things I don’t need. I hate the coming of winter: bleak weeks like a hangover after too much summer, with only Saven and Fawkes Night as relief until Christmas brightens the gloom.

	No more. I close the laptop, grab my smokes, and go outside.

	A very bright outside…

	 Oh, damn. They’re back.

	I light up and wander across the road, then up the wide track until we’re equidistant from the lantern that marks the way to the meeting house.

	“Wilfred. Still killing yourself slowly, I see.”

	“Weird girl. Still backed by B-movie effects, I see.”

	She giggles.

	“Give you that.”

	Exhaling slowly, I watch skeins of smoke drift away.

	“What am I doing for you this time?”

	“There will be a derailment at 08:53 next Tuesday, north of Haywards Heath. The house adjacent to Borde Hill Lane Bridge will be destroyed. The spawn of the family that dwell there will be sat in the primary vehicle, waiting for their parent to emerge. You will take it, drive four hundred meters north, then exit the vehicle.”

	The next bit I know.

	“Depart swiftly. Do not engage. If necessary, be threatening rather than conciliatory.”

	She gives me a little round of applause.

	“You remember.”

	“It’s the screaming that does it. People don’t like being saved while their loved ones die.”

	“That is why we use you. A mystery man is easier to comprehend, and for authorities to ignore, than what we would have to reveal to achieve the same result.”

	“The pact still stands?”

	“Yes. You will never be caught for your past crimes.”

	“Tuesday, then.”

	“Goodnight, Wilfred.”

	The light goes out. Night returns. She’s gone… Probably.

	 

	The End

	 

	Sources always emphasised the utility of wind-up devices after any sort of catastrophe. I used to be sceptical, but having now spent a couple of years surviving in the ruined urban wonderlands of southern England, I admit I was mostly wrong.

	When I hooked up with this group last year, they made jokes about a person who babbled on the radio all the time. Curious, I gave it a listen. Whoever they were, they had a mega broadcast rig, and spent their time ranting. I guess sleep was the only thing that stopped them screaming into the void on every channel they could reach.

	Which limited the usefulness of radio communications to when the babbler was offline. It did focus us on getting things done when we could, though.

	Over the last year, when radios were usable, we’d been hearing about ‘the kills’. Something was making its way along the coast, exterminating smaller groups and loners. They didn’t even loot, and were very good: some of the people they dealt with had been heavily armed.

	A few months ago, after the Bognor Hunters were slaughtered, a new trend started: consolidation. Loners turned up at the gates of settlements, asking to join. Groups merged. 

	Then came the night the babbler spoke. The usual stream of nonsensical invective and begging stopped, and a slightly puzzled voice said.

	“Who are you? How did you get in h-”

	Then came a scream. The sort of sound I’d always thought was created for horror movies, not made by real humans.

	In the silence that followed, a muffled voice whispered.

	“All quiet.”

	I grabbed the nearest handset without thinking. Pressing transmit, I asked.

	“Who is this?”

	Nothing. I continued while those around me looked on in horror.

	“Are you part of the group that’s killing people?”

	There was a snort of derision. 

	“We’re the end.”

	The microphone fell onto something hard, then cut out.

	After our yelling wound down, we had a long, serious - and frankly scared - discussion about what sort of maniacs were stalking the night. From there, we reached out to every group we knew.

	For once, it wasn’t difficult approaching any of them. Those who hadn’t heard that broadcast had been told about it.

	Defensive alliances started. Now we have patrols and traders moving between the nearest settlements. Each group of traders has a cadre of fighters with them. Even hunting and scavenging are done in teams. The kills have stopped. The exchange of skills brought unexpected benefits. Two of the settlements have recently got rooftop farms going.

	Maby was a loner. Clearly been out there a long time, admitted to being a countryside ranger and fitness freak before everything blew up or got flooded. She asked to join, did her time as a prospect, then blended in.

	Tonight I saw her kill for the first time. She did it cold, without hesitation, and I realised we really know nothing about one another.

	I ran a dojo for years, but not for full contact. People came for discipline, fitness, and all the other reasons why learning to fight calms the soul. A few regulars were dangerous: mostly streetfighters or ex-military.

	How Maby moves reminds me of the pair of really dangerous regulars I let spar one night to show the others the gulf between kata and life.

	As a would-be bandit expires at her feet, she catches my stare and whispers.

	“All quiet.”

	It’s the same voice. Not nearly. Exactly. I go cold, then hot. She grins.

	“Nothing like the fear of actual screaming death to bring people together.”

	Oh sh-!

	I nod. Say nothing. Best she stays on our side.

	 

	The Noghath Watches

	 

	The screen turns to flickering white lines behind a ‘Connecting…’ prompt. I find myself smiling and look up at the night sky. What do the natives call that constellation? Sarg something. Sarga Nol? Bigger… ‘Sarghalor Noghath’! Yes. Conceptual translation gives us ‘The noghath watches’. Neither the indigens nor us have any idea what a Noghath is. The origin of the name predates two civilisations, and has survived four cataclysms, unlike those who bestowed it. All that remains are fragments of lore that speak of startling wisdom and phenomenal endurance. The latter being entirely appropriate.

	Back when I was a child, my great-grandfather ran an antique bookshop. Being his favourite, he let the precocious and avid reader I was browse any tome he had. From an old one I read shortly before he died and the shop was sold, I came across a poem that ended ‘For distance is the answer to grief’.

	I can’t remember book title or author, just a few bits of background. Of the words written in it, it’s just that final line that stayed with me. When June breathed her last after they let me turn off her life support, those words were blazing in my mind. They continued to burn through days of datawork, funerals, distant relatives, and hollow words. It was a mercy Suki, our daughter, had grown up before our loss turned me into a stranger to the life I’d loved up until June’s accident.

	In the end, I just left. That final line was the content of the email I sent Suki by way of inadequate explanation.

	I went down to the coast. Then across the sea. Then across a continent. Two. Three. Came back to my home from the opposite direction, then promptly took a left and set off again. When a second circumnavigation failed to help, I went up: the Moon. Mars. Titan. Waystation Ten. The Globes of Centauri. Luyten Sanctuary. June still haunted me. So I went on: all four Wolf outposts, and on again, and yet further.

	Eight years and a distance I cannot comprehend later, I was sitting across the way but scant minutes ago when I realised my mistake.

	A book written in the early 1800s by a broken man - while travelling by varied, primitive means between Britain and the Bahamas - captured his bleak, world-weary outlook all-too well, but was limited by that world: what he knew and understood. While his struggles spoke to me, the solution he realised was presented in his terms.

	The relief he perceived as coming from distance is simply the softening of loss as time passes. While he pondered the waves on the passage around Africa, I spent a similar time travelling to Waystation Ten, out on the largest surviving piece of the Fifth Giant, far beyond Pluto. I’ve travelled further than the poet who penned the words that drove me could imagine, yet only seen marvels amidst my grief, instead of laying it down along the way.

	The screen flickers to life. It’s too far for a stream, but with a connection made I can record a short video.

	“Suki, I’m sorry. I’m coming home.”

	With that sent, I look up again, then give a little salute.

	The noghath watches a scruffy tourist turn from the callpoint and start to walk briskly towards the spaceport, a small measure of wisdom having finally arrived.

	 

	UXO Hunter

	 

	Swinging into the forward turret, I see the displays are alive with scanner arrays and intricate calculations.

	“Good morning, Hinton. How’s the hunting?”

	“Once again, Zaba, I’m going to ignore the irrelevance of arbitrary planetary platitudes. You’re clearly stuck in your ways. So, to answer: while swearing in exasperation is only a useful release for sentients possessed of emotions, I do believe I am approaching a truly refined grasp of its utility. I might even create and submit a thesis after this trip.”

	“Another one? I’ll get lectured on not providing you with enough enrichment.”

	“Ignore them. They’re not good with modern virtua.”

	He has a point.

	“Do they still use Archibald’s book as a guideline?”

	“I’m convinced it’s something about the title.”

	The century-old ‘Notes On the Rearing and Integration of Digital Sentiences’ remains a bestseller among those who do not work with virtua. Which leaves people like me as part of a constantly irritated minority.

	“You might be right. Possibly a topic for your next dissertation?”

	“Certainly a candidate.”

	“So, how is the searching going?”

	One of the displays starts to flash. The calculations shown are baffling for any non-digital being.

	“I’ve had to create a new model to handle the gravitational effects in this sector. I am currently factoring in ninety-eight influential sources.”

	Which, if I remember correctly, is twenty beyond the previous maximum.

	“What are you looking so hard for?”

	“The last Balrog.”

	I wasn’t aware they’d loosed any.

	“Seven or Eight?”

	“Nine.”

	The what?

	Diving across to the lone keyscreen, I run through the Battle of Ceregellum in quick time, limiting the highlighting to projectiles over ten megagrams.

	There. The last stand of the Kandil dreadnought Farrakang. As the kilometre-long vessel broke in two, it launched a quartet of its heaviest towards the flagships of the Noudal. Three of them hit: a combination of unbelievable targeting and pure luck. Wait. Three hits, three kills, all on Titanic-class or better?

	“It’s a Balrog Nine with a Sunrise warhead, isn’t it?”

	“Two. I have never come across such an implementation, and can find no predictive programs for the damage it could cause.”

	A Sunrise warhead could turn an Earth-type planet into an asteroid belt. I doubt there would be anything left of any smaller target. To pair such warheads is madness.

	“That’s because we foolishly thought no-one would be stupid enough to load two into one missile. I’ll leave you to it, Hinton. I have to notify Central. Send me the latest predictions so I can append them to give the innocent some idea of where it’s going.”

	“Very well, Zaba.”

	I rush from the turret.

	Bomb disposal has taken on a new lease of very dangerous life since we started having battles in space. Smaller projectiles just join the plethora of flying space junk. It’s occasionally damaging, but ship shields and the like can deal with it. However, all midrange and bigger loose projectiles are rogues looking for a disaster to make. Ever since the space liner ‘Luxor’ fell victim to a Mako 171 missile that was six years and half a galaxy away from the battle where it was launched, we’ve been using artificial intelligence to run the immense calculations needed to locate the large munitions that missed.

	Arriving on the command deck, I grab a transmitter and broadcast.

	“This is Munitions Retrieval. Alert for sectors as appended. We have a Category One threat. Report any activity in the twenty megagram range to Munitions Central.”

	That done, I get myself a drink and wait. There’s nothing we can do except hope Hinton can find it before it hits something. 

	 

	I’ll Walk

	 

	“Did you see that, Pete?”

	I nod.

	“Just another rocket from Abaella.”

	They said on the news it’s going to be in range of Earth for another month.

	“It’s bigger than that, Pete.”

	Amanda sounds unhappy. I wander out onto the porch in time to see a stray moon level Sacramento.

	While the ground heaves we cling to each other, then scream and crawl as a wind that roars like a thousand storms tears our roof to tatters.

	The silence after the impact is eerie - and brief. Unbeknownst to us, a bigger stray moon hits Las Vegas a few minutes after Sacramento was obliterated. The wind from that blast tears into the opposite, exposed, side of our house and lifts the whole building. The stars spin crazily as I fly through the air and land in the creek.

	 

	I wake with a scream, grab my scarred thigh, then fall back onto my bundled coat as phantom pains recede. I landed in the deep part of the creek. Amanda didn’t get so lucky. It took a day to find her, and a week to motivate myself afterwards.

	What happened? It was a question a lot of people were asking. Details came piecemeal, and the picture wasn’t good. Some stray moons had landed in oceans: shores abutting them had been scoured clean. A few of the stray moons split on impact, massive chunks hurtling sideways to slam down elsewhere. Watching them describe an almost flat arc across the sky must have been breathtaking - unless you were anywhere about to be hit.

	In the aftermath things got worse. Earth had been blitzed by twenty to thirty moons hurled away when the meteor they orbited collided with a bigger meteor. Despite the devastation, it was fortunate for humanity, because the bigger meteor hitting Earth would have caused an extinction event. As is, we’ve ‘only’ suffered a survivable apocalypse.

	The stark realities of coping proved too much for many of the survivors. Within a few months of Impact Day, every township had a designated suicide point where those unable to cope could go and remove themselves from the grim equations of survival. To this day, pickup crews still make morning runs out to those places to collect any who left us overnight.

	There’s a small subset of survivors who can’t trust the sky anymore. To our minds, staying anywhere invites further disaster. We roam the transformed landscape, talking to ourselves - or less dishevelled wildlife - eating whatever we can find, and working for short-term lodging at places we come across.

	People say we’re ‘looking for Abaella’ like it’s a funny thing. As far as I can work out, the whole Abaella story was foisted on the population to explain the early arrivals from that monumental collision: it was nothing but a fabrication to keep the peace.

	Looks like those who invented it didn’t survive, because I’ve not seen any attempt to rebuild anything more than townships. Then again, since other countries might as well be our Moon as far as getting news goes, I suppose there could be a remnant of civilisation somewhere.

	Most people are busy surviving, filling their days with farming and suchlike. I can’t do that. It strikes me as giving up. Not that I could tell you what they - or I - should be doing. My life is an endless meander, punctuated by days of blinding rage or paralysing grief.

	Somebody lied and the love of my life died. I’ll never know the truths behind it all. Hope I can get over that, one day.

	Until then, I’ll walk.

	 

	Near Miss

	 

	My principal settles comfortably and waves us off, indicating we should exit and close the door. We’re just by that door when all our proximity alerts shriek. As one, we spin about and rush to protect him. After all, if he dies, we don’t get paid - and quite possibly don’t get another job: losing the person you’re meant to be protecting never looks good on a resume.

	A missile enters at the wrong angle for a solid hit, skips off his personal defensive forcefield, then lands a solid hit on the front woman of my team.

	I come round lying under a section of ceiling. Rolling my eyes I see it was prevented from crushing me by a partially collapsed wall.

	Movement: cautious, careful, and I’m somehow convinced also very dangerous.

	Right now I couldn’t defend myself against a curious moth, so I switch to headware battery, breathe out, stop my heart, and settle to listen. Catching the perpetrator from evidence I provide will compensate for having a dead principal on my resume.

	“My apologies, Baron Noeblen. I hadn’t allowed for your security team being quite this efficient.”

	There’s a cough.

	“I’ve no idea who you are, but surely my security isn’t efficient, because they’re dead. I don’t suppose you’d accept a higher offer to let me live?”

	There’s a tinkling laugh.

	“If I were tasked to kill you, I wouldn’t. As I’m not, accepting would be fraudulent. Suffice to say today is a warning. Your security were efficient because they made it back quick enough for my missile to hit one of them. It should have exploded against the rear wall, where you’d have been protected from the blast by your forcefields and the back of your chair. However, as you won’t die from your injuries, I will accept this as success by luck.”

	More coughing.

	“What is this warning about?”

	“The Stellar Seven merger. Noeblen Holdings should not participate.”

	“How much to be told which of my rivals is paying you?”

	“Nothing. I am acting on behalf of an affected government. They have seen what your sort of investment and industrialisation results in, and have no wish to condemn their populations to it. With Noeblen out of the merger, they feel they can arrange matters more to their satisfaction.”

	Not sure if that’s a cough or clipped laugh in reply.

	“Back off the gangsters to cow the businessmen. That’s a bold strategy.”

	“Baron Noeblen, I am permitted to inform you that while my organisation specialises in near-miss negotiations of this sort, we are quite capable of being deadly accurate, and also believe assassination is most effective when entire bloodlines cease to exist.”

	The silence that follows lets me hear the tell-tale sounds of late-stage mass panic from beyond this wrecked private viewing room. It’ll be at least five minutes before any response reaches us.

	Finally, my principal speaks.

	“Noeblen Holdings will not be part of the Stellar Seven Consortium.”

	“Thank you for your agreement.”

	I hear footsteps.

	“Now the formalities are over, might I ask something?”

	The footsteps stop.

	“You may.”

	“Could you recommend me a replacement security team?”

	The tinkling laugh comes again.

	“You don’t need one. Just get Benedict sufficient medical attention and he’ll live to rebuild you an effective team.”

	They spotted I’m alive. That’s alien tech levels of detection.

	“I want better.”

	Understandable.

	“To protect yourself from my organisation, you need my organisation. We are unique. Benedict and those chosen by him will protect you from any lesser threats, and we’ll not meet again. Warnings are only given once.”

	The footsteps recede. The implicit threat lingers. 

	 

	Quicksilver Angels

	 

	There’s an angel on the veranda, stealing my tomatoes.

	Well, not actually on the veranda. She’s too tall for that. Got one foot at the top of the steps, the other on the ground. My daughter’s fascinated by the flickering shadows cast by the shimmering energy fields that make up her ‘wings’ - not that we’ve ever seen one fly, it just seems appropriate, being where they’re situated and what they look like.

	It’s taken ages to cultivate tomatoes, I can’t just let her take them. Shaking off Abigail’s attempt at restraining me, I step slowly onto the veranda.

	“I’m happy you like them, but they’re meant to be the start of a crop before being a treat for us and our neighbours.”

	The three-metre-plus being stops mid-pluck and turns her attention to me, the smooth curve of her ear-to-ear lenses changing from purple to green.

	“Please excuse my cultural misunderstanding. I thought them welcoming offerings for visitors.”

	Not any sort of reply I was expecting. Swift on the heels of their appearance, lurid stories came: brave soldiers tortured, communities massacred, babies eaten, and so on. These are the original rulers of Earth, after all. Risen in vengeful anger from their subterranean citadels to reclaim their world.

	“Am I not speaking the right language?”

	Oops. Bad time to pause for thought.

	“Apologies. You startled me. I wish I had sufficient to be that generous. It would mean we’re getting somewhere.”

	She nods.

	“A fair assessment, and one I would like to help you achieve, if that would be acceptable?”

	Somebody pinch me, I’m dreaming.

	“Did you just offer to help me grow tomatoes?”

	“In a way. I have a propagated batch ready for delivery. I’m looking for suitable tenders with open ground. One of our darts spotted this plant, and your fallow field. I have come to see if we can work together.”

	Sinila, my daughter, steps round me and points at the energy fields.

	“Can you really fly?”

	The silver being steps off the veranda and crouches, bringing her to roughly eye level with Sinila.

	“I can, little human. Not for very long, though. The art is to go up quickly, glide for a long way, then use the balance of the power to come down without embarrassing oneself.”

	Sinila claps her hands in glee, then looks up at me.

	****
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