
        
            
                
            
        

    
	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

	 

	Pay the Piper

	Mad Science and Unexpected Consequences

	 

	A Visions of the Future Omnibus

	A speculative fiction anthology by Julian M. Miles

	 

	Copyright © 2020 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

	 

	*****

	 

	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 quantum 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 mechanics can influence at that level."

	"Obviously."

	"I found that many alternate realities re-integrate with the main through someone else’s decision. The interactions are so complex that 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 nice calming latte.”

	“Okay, maybe I am a little wired.”

	“Precisely. Back in five.”

	“Just me and my Nobel Prize 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 potential before each choice. The amount of potential determines the duration of the alternates. But 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 and 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 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 don’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’ve had this conversation with you sixty-three thousand, four hundred and thirty-one 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!”

	***

	 

	Broken

	I shuddered as the bottle broke against the wall by Mum’s head. I watched the froth run down her hair. Little rainbows from the streetlight shining through the grimy window played in the bubbles, turning them into shimmering rubies when her cuts added their warm seepage. I hated broken things.

	“Get in here woman!”

	He was drunk again. How he even managed to hold on to a job was a source of puzzlement to me, but Mum said that I’m not old enough to understand.

	“Just because you got a degree and a fancy job makin’ toys for the army don’t mean you get to decide when I get fed and when you put out. Get in here!”

	I reached out and took Mum’s limp hand. She couldn’t move yet. 

	“Jimmy! Go get me another six pack from the cooler and tell yer Mother that if I have to come in there to get her she’ll be missin’ more than work tomorrow.”

	My brother came through the kitchen at a fast walk. He looked at me, then at Mum. His eyes asked the question and I smiled and waved him through. He hitched his chinos and slapped the doorplate. It squeaked open and he dived out into the drizzle. I felt Mum’s hand squeeze mine. I let it go and stood up from my wheelchair. Her eyes widened and a smile played across her lips. I crouched by her.

	“Is it time, Mum?”

	She coughed and looked at the blood on her hand when she took it away from her mouth. She closed her eyes and reached with the other hand to touch my cheek: “It is, Donna. He’s not going to change.”

	I knew that, but Mum had to admit it before I could help us escape. He bellowed again. I walked across to the doorplate and put the lock on. Jim needed to be outside. A little rain wouldn’t break him.

	“If you ain’t in here by the time that Jimmy gets back with my beers, you’re in for it, woman. Maybe I’ll just wheel Donna outside in the rain for the night.”

	He’d done that before. I had caught pneumonia and died two months ago, not that he had known. I remembered the bubbling in my lungs and the struggling to breathe, the terror of drowning in my own bed. With that, his time had come. I strode into the lounge and stood in front of him. His bleary eyes focussed on my breasts before travelling to my face. He had an erection by then: “Donna? Baby, you’re walking.”

	His voice was wondering. There was a flicker of fear in his eyes. Maybe he had realised that his abuse had killed me, but I doubted it. I looked from his eyes back to his groin. That was chilling for Donna-that-was. I let some of her loathing rise to help me.

	“Hello Daddy. You put me out in the rain and I died. But Mum fixed me. Now I’m going to fix you.”

	I let Donna-that-was guide me for a while until his screaming began to irritate me, then I let her go, fixed at last. I looked into his wide eyes as I started breaking him.

	After that, I got back into the wheelchair and trundled Mum out of the apartment in my lap as the illegal oil-fuelled range he had installed failed and ignited the oil that had been leaking all over the apartment after my careful adjustments. Jimmy looked in the open door and I saw him count to thirty slowly, the time it would have taken a fat, drunken man to make it out of the burning apartment. When Dad didn’t come out, he kicked the door shut to prevent any spread. My brother was smart like his Mum.

	We waited for the emergency services and when they saw the state of Mum, their rush to rescue Dad eased off. As she had said to me: “Give them a justifiable reason to act on their loathing and we are free.”

	I showed them Mum’s ID and they called the army ambulance. Mum was sleeping peacefully when we reached the base and I was able to show Jim his room in the apartment Mum owned there. He just looked around in astonishment: “All this? Mum never said.”

	“If she’d said, Dad would have demanded a share and wasted it. So she put up with him until I was ready.”

	Jim stopped very still and looked at me hard. Then he nodded like he had as he watched the door back at the apartment.

	“You can get out of the wheelchair now, sis. Is your name really Donna?”

	That’s why I liked my brother so much. He was quick.

	“I’m Twodonna. Donna was my template, but Mum said I had to be just Donna all the time we were off base.”

	“What are you?”

	“I’m the new version of your sister. I have all her major memories.”

	“So you’re like an upgraded sister?”

	I smiled: “Exactly. Donna one was lovely but broken. I’m the fixed version.”

	Jim looked up at me: “Will you grow?”

	“Yes. Now that Dad is fixed, I can have an adult body.”

	“But you’ll still be my sister?”

	“Yes Jim. Mum has to have a guard because she does important work. So she made me to protect her and to protect you. From everything, including Dad.”

	Jim closed his eyes before asking: “You killed him, didn’t you?”

	“I broke him. The fire killed him.”

	Jim nodded: “Good.”

	At that moment, the door opened and Mum walked in. She smiled properly like she never had done on visits to Dad’s. With a happy cry she limped over to hug the both of us. I smiled into her hair. Donna-that-was fixed. Dad fixed. Jim fixed. Mum fixed. Home fixed. No more broken.

	***

	 

	The Accidental Godling

	George stood on the fused glass at the edge of the crater. It had taken him a while to climb out of the hole, but at least it allowed the forces arrayed against him to reassemble. He watched them advance, flicking his eyes between reality and nihil, fascinated that living organisms produced a shadow in that non-place.

	A thought came to him. With thought came actuality and he flickered to all perceptions except his own, a curious moment when he briefly ceased to be, then returned. In the command and control centre thirty miles away, consternation erupted as Major-General McChase keeled over, dead before his body started to fall.

	George felt elation. Another thing learned. He could nullify the nihil shadow of an organism and the organism itself died instantly. With a rush of curiosity, he flickered a thousand times, nullifying the nihil shadows of things ranging from plankton to trees to whales. On his return to his standing place, he could sense the absences he had created. So he had proven shadows and echoes in nonexistence. But could it be nonexistence if he was there to see things?

	His fascinated theoretical conjuring was interrupted by a massively amplified voice.

	“Professor George Andrakoplis. This is Acting Commander Lamont. Surrender yourself for detention!”

	Plainly as incapable of understanding as his predecessor. Maybe the next one? He flickered.

	“Ack!”

	The amplified noise of fatal surprise echoed. So his absences were infinitesimal in time consumption? Probably zero in real terms. He chuckled. ‘Real terms’. Now there was a phrase he couldn’t use anymore.

	He paused his mental dissertation to gauge the approaching forces. He extended his newly acquired sense of hadronic potential over them and laughed to himself as he did so. Of course none of them had a large hadron collider with a gap just big enough for him to fit into, to separate him from the nihil with racing neutrons, to turn him into a four-dimensional entity again, to have the proton stream inflict another unpredictability upon him. Most likely it would actually end him, instead of a further freakish transformation.

	He raised a hand to his forehead as an epiphany struck him. His sudden movement caused the entire advancing army to grind to a halt and dive for cover.

	Could it be dark matter? He hadn’t been gifted with the ability to cease to be; he had been given access to the cloth upon which the tapestry of existence hung. Like any embroidery, he should be able to discover how to unpick bits of it.

	He looked up as contrails laced the sky. How apt. Lacework. He cocked his head as cries of consternation echoed from the ranks arrayed before him. The missiles were not of their sending. It looked like an opportunist nation was using the situation to try to deal with him and their opposition in one holocaust.

	Well, he had a theory. What better time to practice than with something that should allow him to shift the perceptions of those before him? He flickered, disappeared, flickered and generally reinforced the fear of the unknown amongst those watching him. Minutes later he reappeared and stayed. The nuclear armageddon rained down in a series of solid impacts and detonator-sized blasts, but not a mushroom cloud rose, nor did a Geiger counter twitch.

	He smiled, spread his arms and shouted: “Now can you get past your terror so we can talk like rational beings?”

	***

	 

	Open Sesame

	Doors are fascinating. The simplicity of the concept is just wonderful. Everybody knows what a doorway is: something that allows you to go from one space to the next adjacent space. Of course, writers have been taking cheap routes to discomfit their viewers by having doors that open into non-adjacent locations for a while now. The quantum implications are staggering. At a level where a single expectation can change an event, we have the expectation of millions that a door will always open to somewhere else. It’s like Schrodinger’s Cat had an obituary published before the box was opened on live TV. Two million people believing the cat was dead versus one scientist who was curious. Poor kitty.

	Loburn Research gave me the lab, start-up funds and six months. Rudebine and Saunders brainstormed the thing with me. It was a short session started by Rudebine: “Access to other places? How do we aim?”

	“We don’t.”

	Saunders was on me in a flash: “What’s the point of a portal if we can’t tell where we’re going to?”

	I laughed: “We open the door, grab the loot and slam the door fast.”

	They beamed at me. Bleeding edge, quantum science redefining burglary seemed to appeal to the maverick in some scientists.

	It took five months, three amputations, two deaths and one sucked into god-knows-what-but-very-pretty to get the QARSP (Quantum Assisted Random Sampling Portal) facility ready. It was an eight-metre cubic titanium vault with a triple-chamber airlock on one side and a beautifully crafted oak veneered graphene door in a conductor-laced titanium frame the only fixed feature in there. If you opened it when the system was off you would see the wall of the cube a metre away. When the system was on, opening that door could literally show you anywhere. The two-man team had a range of retrieval tools and were tethered to the walls on either side to ensure that they could not go through the door no matter what occurred.

	The loot was incredible. New materials, exotic flora and fauna, unknown technology that proved man was not alone, the list went on and on under its extreme security protocols. Patents were awarded and Loburn made millions.

	Until Sample Run 1203, when they grabbed the young niece of a Russian crime lord wanted by various agencies with acronyms. There was a furore and deals were done. The niece was returned unharmed because she was very young and thus was not a threat. But she told what she saw with her eidetic memory to her Uncle Dmitry’s friend ‘Sascha’, who was better known under his real name as a fugitive ex-KGB scientist. He got enough to grasp the theory behind what was going on and gave Dmitry a simple revenge.

	One morning a month later, Sample Run 1544 was the start of the day. The explosion rocked the above ground facilities and it took several weeks for investigations to prove that nothing remained below ground except cooling slag.

	By that time I was safely relaxing on a beach in a non-extradition country under a carefully pre-established alias. I fled at lunchtime on the day of the blast and never looked back. As I left the country on the afternoon of the incident I was puzzled until, by chance, I saw the previous day’s tabloid headline:

	 

	Scientists Use Device To Open Door Into Sun!

	 

	Everybody knows a door opens to somewhere. Dmitry’s revenge was telling the world where the QARSP door opened to. They even had a sketch of the distinctive door and the gear worn by the grab team, so everyone knew exactly which door was being referred to. Quantum determination did the rest. Poor kitty. 

	***

	 

	Back to Me

	I’ve forgotten something. It irritates me every day, being this world’s oracle, yet knowing I’ve forgotten something important. Assassinations, disasters, discoveries: I have foreknowledge of them all. It’s made several fortunes for many grateful and powerful people. Took me twenty years to realise that money wasn’t what it was all about. Took me ten more to love a woman despite knowing the day she would die in my arms. When we know things are going to go bad, our first response seems to be fear. Overcoming that fear is what makes us human.

	But every day I wake knowing that I’ve forgotten something. Makes me mean for the first hour of every day.

	“Are you ready, Professor Daniels?”

	Of course, being prescient with a greater or lesser degree of lead time, but always having the details, means I have placed myself well. I am sure that for every miracle I have laid claim to, there is a hard working someone out there cursing the fact that I beat them to it by a short period of time.

	“I’m coming, David. Are we ready?”

	Today I’m test-firing what those in the know have christened ‘The Ghost Gun’. It’s a large device designed to punch a hole in the fabric of our realities to let the user see events far away in space or time. Despite the excitement, especially at the temporal aspect, no-one wants the job of being the first ‘prime voyeur’.

	I walk slowly down the length of the bunker, admiring the huge machine that fills it. Twisting ducts laced with pipework surround a core that accelerates specific sub-atomic particles while simultaneously reining others back. The vision of this took me a week to write out and I am very sure that someone is going to be utterly confounded about how I got it done before them.

	I lay in the recliner that contains the restrictors and let the accelerator web drop over me. With a thumbs-up signal to David, I ready myself to remember as much as possible of what I am about to see. I’ve chosen the Trojan Horse as my focal point. I’d like to be able to tell people what really happened.

	“Happy viewing, Prof. Activating now.”

	There is a whine that escalates to a teeth-jarring howl as my chair vibrates like a massager gone berserk. I’m just getting nervous when a green flash blinds me and a voice speaks in my head.

	“Welcome back.”

	I remember. Left-brain consciousness returns to right-brain me and I remember: I’ve done this before. So many times before. My prescience is only due to subconscious recollection of events I have lived repeatedly since I first sat in this chair. Every iteration I learn more and remember more, but every time I fail to recollect the one thing I really forgot, the flash of inspiration that came to me as I settled to sleep on the night before the first time, something that I had to do before I used the chair. A correction. Or a modification. But I didn’t write it down and forgot by morning, that fateful morning. I reach this point and know that this machine was truly my invention, but until I can recall that essential piece, I cannot figure out how to stop this. My brain’s perfect lateral symmetry is possibly responsible for this repetition effect, but it makes no difference. Every time I come back to this moment, I know my chances next time round are worse. My right-brain consciousness really seems to travel back. But the left-brain consciousness remains. Each time we rejoin, I feel the slippage. My left-brain consciousness has to wait thirty-five years in a sensory-deprivation limbo between moments. I’m going schizophrenic and beginning to suspect that I need my whole mind to have that key insight as I drift off to sleep.

	The moment dies as the green light fades and I know I’ll wake on the morning of my first day at college. It’s my last whole thought. Goodbye, me.

	 

	The alarm sounds and I swat at it from under the covers. I need a few moments more. I’m sure there’s something I wanted to remember.

	***

	 

	Olifant

	The tundra is a vast expanse of not a lot to catch the eye, but the sweeping shades of white, green, brown and purple are curiously comforting to the beholder. It’s very cold here on the edge of the Arctic, but my suit is designed to deal with this, drawing power from the attenuated Colorado field that just about covers this locale.

	Alessandro punches my shoulder and points. In the far distance, I can see something moving in the haze. To see anything at this distance means that whatever it is, it’s big. This is exactly what we had hoped for. Over the next hour, the something moving becomes several things moving and the excitement around me increases.

	“A herd! On my mother’s grave, it’s a verdammt herd!”

	Joachim is right. Every prayer uttered and all-night laboratory session suffered is justified at this moment. Looming into proper view is a herd of elephantine grey-furred creatures, their tusks sweeping in majestic curves from both sides of their many-ridged faces down and forward toward the ground. Trunks swing gently or root casually in the ground cover as the megafauna approach.

	A pair of padded arms wrap round my midriff and Lualle crushes me briefly in a hug of joy before whispering: “You were right.”

	My father started this project and I led it from his death to today, the culmination of his dream. We dug about in the fossil record, ran countless simulations, sequenced salvaged DNA, endured radicals and accountants. We became an extended family to cope with the pressures. Today we are vindicated.

	Across a beautiful but fundamentally toxic tundra stride four-meter tall hybrids of elephant, mammoth, prorastomus and hyrax. Adapted by us to be a migratory species that moves with the edges of the Arctic climate, using multiple stomachs and tailored enzymes to digest radioactive flora, extracting the heavy metals while dropping fertilizer grade non-toxic faecal matter. 

	The heavy metals and other hazardous residues accumulate in a special ‘crop’ containing engineered glands that allow the creation and regurgitation of the lethal load as mucus-covered pellets when the crop is full. The pellets of this herd will be retrieved by volunteers for analysis, but beyond that, it is another thing to be proceduralised.

	****
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