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	Remember Then

	 

	It’s not like I meant to end the world. I was just scared.

	“Mike! Another side of fries for table fifteen!”

	I wave a hand to acknowledge my boss. Last month, my time, she was my wife.

	“And get more napkins!” Her volume hasn’t changed, though.

	 

	I found it lying in a clearing, limbs turning from purple to grey in the fastest rotting I had ever seen. I didn’t mean to hurt it, but a movement in the undergrowth had to be a deer, and we hadn’t eaten properly for weeks. So I shot blind and killed what I thought of then as a six-armed demon. There was a satchel lying on the ground nearby. Sticking out of it was a mechanical device that reminded me of a matchlock with extra cogs. So, when another ‘demon’ charged into the clearing, as I hadn’t reloaded my rifle, I grabbed the device and ‘shot’ it between its gem-like eyes.

	The world seemed to lurch and then tilt. The woodland about me withered to stumps in the blink of an eye. My clothes unravelled, and I felt stabbing pains as I drew breath. Around me, the world vanished in a kaleidoscopic tornado that had gaps showing what I now know to be the cloth of reality being rewoven. Cities that hung suspended over blue seas blew to dust as great islands of steel rose on latticed towers. Things that looked like metallic eagles of impossible size twisted to become tubes with plank-shaped protrusions for wings. In my hand, the device shimmered between states, finally settling to look like a tin can with an array of lights on the top. I peered at it as the squiggles on the side resolved into a language I could read: ‘activation without boundary limitation fields may be hazardous to the reality instance surrounding the operator’ and ‘unconstrained use may cause manifestation of temporal resilience effects’.

	When the whirling chaos faded, I stood on an expanse of waste ground between two tenements. Before me, a chain link fence sparkled briefly before fading to dull metallic grey. Then a rain of fire swept my mind. I screamed as I toppled to writhe on the ground, clutching my head. Of course, I dropped the device. There were three bass thuds, like a giant hand was knocking upon a vast door. I fainted.

	“Wake up.”

	I woke. Crouching next to me was a young man in an expensive suit. He held the can in one hand while prodding me gently with the other. Seeing his gem-like eyes shocked me fully awake, then the realisation of new knowledge, the new life in my head, caused tears to spurt down my cheeks.

	He nodded. “It will pass. If you’re lucky, memories of your former instance will pass. If not…” His voice faded away, the implications obvious. He looked down at himself. “Seems like you remodelled me too.” Looking up, he smiled a wintry smile. “I’ll not lie. You’re a nuisance and you nearly killed me when you erased your timeline. I hope you can make something of yourself to offset the number of potentials ended by your action.”

	With that condemnation, he stood up and walked off, shrinking into a distance that meant he vanished before he reached the edge of the waste ground. I rolled over and vomited myself compos mentis. 

	There was nothing I could do. I was considered to be a dangerously clever man in my former time. Here, I’m just “another smart-alec from a uni in the sticks”. I’m studying the fundamentals of existence, while working two jobs just to stay alive. The memories of hunting through verdant woodland to provide for the family I erased have not faded.

	I have given myself ten years to achieve something of worth. If I do not, and the memories remain undiminished, I will see if the afterlife from my previous time survives and hope that my family are there.

	*****

	 

	A Sense of Skin

	 

	I’ve never seen Madeleine’s tattoo in this light. The new lumipanel we spent our month’s earnings on brings out the subtle shadings of the nest of orchids from which an oriental fan rises, the texture of the paper on the fan subtle and the grain of the wood showing in hazy lines through the lacquer on the struts. I can even see the brushstrokes in the calligraphy on the paper. It really is a masterpiece.

	Throughout the art, her pores and regrowing fine hairs are barely visible. They are so soft against my cheek, softer than the skin underneath, which is slightly smoother than it should be. The final stage of the ink ritual: the silverskin of healing proving that the tattoo was graven well and has settled perfectly.

	Where her tan skin shades to cream, in the places her pelt does not lie, is where she chose to have the mark. Something to show that she has free will and is not just a foxan toy for the filthy rich.

	Her body is especially clean: she prefers grooming it with her tongue and aloe gel, shunning the bathrooms and booths that spray chemicals and nanotech to scour dayclothes and dirt from you. That is why her skin smells so fresh. It’s not something you can buy and smear on, this scent of health and care.

	I blow gently across her softly ridged and etched stomach, smiling as her breathing catches. It’s a humbling wonder that in this world where the only things you own are your soul and the brain that anchors it, my merest breath is enough to ruffle her sleep with comfort.

	A gentle chime in my head tells me it’s time for me to rise from our sanctuary and put my legs on. People complain about the tiny rooms, but we love ours. Closeness is enhanced when you just stretch out your hand and friction on flesh greets your questing touch.

	We may serve them, but we will always be wealthier.

	*****

	 

	When the War is Over

	 

	I can hear them inside, their voices loud and fast with teenage awe. This was a bad idea; I should never have taken the assignment.

	“Look at that! Hyper-alloy combat chassis, full-spectrum vision, cross-frequency hearing, graphene-fibre-augmented muscles. Mark eighteens were the best. ”

	“Yeah, but they got decommissioned like everything else. What happened to them?”

	“I read that they got killed off or became freebooters.”

	Not quite. The killing off bit is true. A lot of my kind got a little too fond of the murdering and destroying. There was no way they could be reintegrated into a society they left as humans.

	I reach up and press the call pad.

	“You gotta be kidding! Twenty minutes? Out here?”

	A girl’s voice. “I’ll get it!”

	There’s a chorus of negatives. Then a single male voice. “Not likely. Let me get it. Johnny, get the gat.”

	Smart kid. You never know who’s calling, out in the estates after dark.

	The door opens a little way.

	I smile and point at the face that appears. “The gat’s a good idea, but a simple chain catch gives you the time to react.”

	“Oh crap.” His voice has gone quiet, as his face pales in the glow of my optics.

	“Good evening.”

	“Don’t hurt the girls.”

	I bring my insulated bag into view. “No intention of doing that. I’m just delivering.”

	His eyes widen. “You’re kidding.”

	With a smile, I half-bow. “Us mark eighteens have to fit in somewhere.”

	He nods in comprehension. “Yeah. Nobody delivers out here, it’s too dangerous.”

	Precisely. Neighbourhoods overrun with crime are getting civilised quickly. All of the services are being staffed by my kind. You can’t scare or threaten something that has walked through the burning cities of Tharsis, has held the line against the mechanised tigers of Betelgeuse, or has carried the heads of his comrades back for Transit.

	The door opens wider. I see a real fire burning and a mob of kids in Steelhead T-shirts.

	“Good taste in heavy metal, ladies and gents.” The mark eighteens who formed that band found that celebrity made society ignore their occasional fits of devastation. It’s expected of rock stars. Lateral reintegration at its best.

	The kid tucking the gat into his thigh-high pocket smiles tentatively. “You know Steelhead?”

	I grin. “Served with two of ‘em during the defence of Kandyr.”

	The girl, presumably the sister, rushes up holding out a condensation-dripping can of beer. “You wanna come in?”

	With a smile, I use combat speed to extract the pizzas from the bag, hold them out to the lad who is holding out his hands, sling the bag on my back, step inside the place and pluck the beer from her hand: “Love to.”

	There are collective squeaks and sighs of awe. The first lad takes the pizzas and kicks the door shut with his foot.

	A boy with glasses watched my move from over the back of the settee. He swallows before commenting: “That was surreal.” 

	I think I’m going to do well around here.

	*****

	 

	Last Dance

	 

	They came from heaven, or hell, or outer space, or under the sea. Earth has been invaded in every way imaginable, thanks to the imaginations of authors over the last three centuries. You would have thought, with such a rich base from which to draw inspirational tactics, that mankind would have done better when it finally happened.

	“Commander! They’re reinforcing on the left flank!”

	“Captain Yaeger, abandon the dugouts and trenches. Return to the bastion with everyone you have, bringing everything you can.”

	They came from a long way away, arriving without warning. It was midday on a beautiful summer day. By three minutes past, most of our continents were in the shadow of spaceships of every imaginable shape and size. Their bombardment was swift, devastating and surprisingly inaccurate. They missed military bases and levelled universities. Warships were ignored, while schools and libraries vanished in waves of searing energy. Hospitals were reduced to craters, while missile silos stood untouched.

	“Commander! They’ve brought up snipers! We’re getting murdered here!”

	“Captain Durov, abandon your positions. Withdraw to the bastion with as much gear as your people can carry.”

	It took us a few days to realise that they had obliterated ninety percent of humanity between the ages of four and twenty. They had removed generations of prospective resistance fighters, along with our advanced medical capabilities. The strategic analyses turned from bleak to grim.

	The raids to take infants and babies were something the analysts hadn’t predicted. Caught by surprise, our hopes for the future were whisked away. It was a devastating blow. Suicides peaked during the subsequent week.

	“Commander! Looks like they’re massing for something!”

	“Captain Sung, abandon your positions. Retire to the bastion with your troops and as much gear as they can manage.”

	Then the invasion started. They used no area-effect weapons. They came without mercy, solely for the surviving humans. Professor Grey of Roehampton produced and circulated a document that, after the first week, may as well have been humanity’s epitaph. I remember the final paragraph so well:

	 

	‘Our stolen children will be vassals, without history or knowledge. Our civilisation may form part of the mythology that they tell each other around the cooking fires of their simple culture. Apart from that, the works of man will be forgotten.’

	 

	They stalk through this world, killing everyone who remains. You can see how careful they are with the environment, and how uncaring they are of anything created by us.

	“Commander. Everyone is here.”

	I turn from the bar and drop my cigarette end into the empty shot glass. The last of the Lagavulin is inside me. The Captains of every group are here: the finest, and the last, soldiers in the world.

	“Ladies and gentlemen. Eight months ago they came to take our planet. It swiftly became inevitable. We have been fighting desperate battles and saving nothing. So, I propose an all-out attack. Simply because my dear, departed grandfather would be gutted if his bonny lad didn’t go out moving forward with a whiskey inside him, a smoke between his lips and a blazing automatic in his hand. Who’s with me?”

	They look at each other.

	Captain Brewster steps forward: “My dad always said that when it all goes to Hell, you want a Brit at your back. While everyone is getting weepy, he’ll be the one having a brew, checking his weapon and lighting a smoke, before asking when we’re going to stop pussyfooting about and get stuck in.”

	There are nods and grins. Hands start to rise.

	Pour me a shot, grandpa. I’ll be there soon.

	*****

	 

	Pay the Piper

	 

	Dad said that the nannybots inside would stop the monsters from getting me. I liked that. The first night after the injection, I slept with the lights off. My nannybots would protect me. Even when mum died the next day, I knew that bad things couldn’t get me and only cried a little.

	 

	There’s a knock on the door. I know who it is before the voice comes. 

	“Chloe? It’s Pietro. Can I come in?”

	“Of course.”

	Pietro is bigger than dad ever was, and has a physique like my dad thought he had. But the main reason I like Pietro is because my nannybots like him. Having someone who can hold me without going into spasms, or being turned to sludge, is wonderful.

	“How are things today?”

	“Better. My arm has stopped itching.”

	“Can I see?”

	I emerge from under the sheet and hold my arm out, smiling as his eyes widen. My skin is like the softest silver-grey silk, with purple filigree patterns that change colour with my mood. Dad’s notes called them ‘nanotattoos’.

	Pietro takes my arm so gently. His touch makes my skin tingle and the filigree flushes a sparkling violet. He smiles.

	“You’re complete.”

	I nod: “Do you think that now it’s over, we could get a pet?”

	His expression drops into a frown and my filigree goes dark.

	“It’ll be the same, Chloe. Your nannybots wouldn’t like it.”

	I feel a tear slip down my cheek. Of all the things that my nannybots don’t like, cute furry animals are the thing we disagree about.

	 

	What dad did to me made him rich and famous. He spent a lot of that money hiding the fact that my nannybots had only one response to things they didn’t like: they killed them. Didn’t matter if it was a common cold bug or the lady hired to teach me to play piano.

	On my fifteenth birthday, Pietro came into my life, cameraman for a sneaky reporter. He picked me up from the floor where I cried over the puddle that the reporter had become, when he tried to stop me calling my dad. My nannybots hadn’t liked that. I waited for Pietro to scream and die, but he didn’t. His words were kind, but his touch was like what mum described as ‘cool water in the desert’. I never knew that I desperately needed to touch someone, until that moment.

	Then dad rushed in shouting, before pausing mid-stride as he saw me cradled in Pietro’s arms.

	“Young man, you should leave.”

	I felt the arms around me turn steely: “Sir, I don’t think I’ll be doing that until this lady sends me away.”

	He called me a lady. Dad’s face flushed red and he grabbed Pietro’s arm. I saw the purple flash that travelled from me, through Pietro, to dad. Then dad went all stiff. He looked at me, nodded, and fell backwards.

	My dad’s last words were: “Time to pay the piper.”

	 

	Since then, we’ve been together. Pietro taught me to laugh, fight, love, hide and lie. He also taught me to meditate, and that let me engage with my nannybots. They wanted to make me better. After Pietro and I talked, I let them. Today, they finished.

	 

	Something makes a noise. I see Pietro has his other hand behind his back. I grin: “Show me.”

	His arm comes forward. In his hand is an Alsatian puppy. I can see the smoky grey filigree patterns on its skin.

	“Happy Rebirthday, beautiful. From me and your nannybots.”

	*****

	 

	The Swamp Moon King

	 

	Down on the bayou, things don’t change much for us folk. Them city folks can gat around the you-nee-verse usin’ their eff-tee-ell matter-porters, but we don’t hold with that sorta crazy shit. A flat-belly boat with a Lenkormian Forever drive rigged to the ‘peller an’ we’re good.

	‘Cept fer them Jobans, but they always been a lil’ touched…

	 

	“Saul. Git yer fat ass up here an’ help me with this.”

	“Ah’m busy, mama. He done tore his hide takin’ a gator last night.”

	“Oh, fer pity’s sake. What’s he doin’ that for? He’s goin’ home t’nite.”

	“Said he wanted one more hunt so he’d have some purdy teeth to show his folks, him bein’ gone so long an’ all.”

	“Makes sense. Now where’s your brother?”

	“Silas’s at the stills, mama. We’re gonna need every drop fer t’nite.”

	“Good ‘nuff. Lord, but this is a heavy piece o’ fancy ironwork.”

	Mama Joban resorted to letting the subspace synchroniser slide down the steps, with her barely slowing it down. At the bottom it thankfully landed on the trolley. She wheeled it on down the mossy tunnel to emerge at the moonpool, one of the spooky stillwater hollows that, sometimes, people just disappear into.

	This one was concealed by a dome of branches and woven vines. The trees were festooned with little doohickeys that he said kept the place out of the sight of the government types.

	She dragged the synchroniser over to the gap in the loaded scaffolding. She was standing there, hands on hips, wondering how she was going to lift it, when he arrived.

	“Let me lift that for yuh, lil’ lady.”

	She just wilted at his voice. The real thing: Illvyssolan, Spawn of Morrys, stranded on Earth since his ship came down in the bayous after losing a dogfight with those damn greys over Roswell. He’d used his emotelepathy to reach out to the few who could feel his moxy, and they had responded with gifts of money and contacts for Great-Gramps Joban, His Chosen One. When GG died trying to lift a drive chamber shield, Grampaw stepped up, and so it went. Today, the holy one could return to his bayou homeland on the moon of a gas giant where the Dworn lizardmen lived and rocked under the light from the purple planet.

	“Uh-HUH! There it is. Can’t thank y’nuff, mama.”

	He made the connections and the completed composite device hummed like a swarm of angry bees.

	“Huh. Gonna sing me the co-ordinates, mama. Yuh jus’ take yer ease.”

	She sat for hours as his voice rumbled and slid through her mind, his tones attuning the acoustic vector unit to translate his memorised co-ordinates into their modern equivalents.

	Finally, Saul and Silas came in, hefting the final drums of fuel: double-refined moonshine with a couple of kickers provided by him. They prepped the tanks and aligned the injectors.

	“Time for me to blow this joint, chillun. May the moxy bless y’all, coz without ya, I’d be a dead lizard king, frozen down on fifty-one.”

	Mama blushed and the boys cried.

	He stepped onto the palladium platform and raised his lordly claws, tail whipping to a beat only he could hear. “Ridin’ the storm to the green mass of home. Thank yuh.”

	With an ear-splitting whine and blinding flash, the drives fired and the coils spun, converting gallons of fuel into a single terapulse of energy. There was a ‘whumpf!’ and the platform was bare. Wisps of abused mist reeled away into the darkness.

	“He’s gorn, mama!”

	“Don’t you cry, boys. He ain’t gone. He jus’ went home.”

	*****

	 

	Angel Rain

	 

	“Blackwater. Doesn’t that have some historical significance?”

	“Water that is black - some reference to pollution before the Silver Rain?”

	“Most likely.”

	Seraphu sits on the left, Gabriella on the right. Their wings are racked against the wall and their armour lies in an untidy stack between them, with a backplate set on top to act as a table. Both have their lances to hand: one in assault configuration, one in close-quarters configuration. Even when relaxing, they are unconsciously ready to fight.

	They talk idly, dissecting human history in the light tones we used to discuss the weather and similar trivia. Two-metre-tall statuesque redheads that look human except for paired nipples on each small breast. Two facts that would surprise many outside: female Transformed are famed for their buxom appearance, which actually comes from features on their breastplates that conceal countermeasures and scanners.

	I bow my head with a sigh, then straighten up and stroll into the room. The conversation stopped at my sigh. Both have their hands on their lances until they see me.

	“Damiel?”

	Too soon, ladies. “Damien, please. Just for a little longer.”

	The two of them leap upon me, and for the first time I can give as good as I get. As I toss Gabriella over the right-hand lounger, Seraphu sweeps me in the backs of the knees. I go backwards and she is there to catch me.

	“You can spin and catch yourself.”

	I look at her as Gabriella comes over and hauls me to my feet. “I know. But this body is still new to me.”

	While the world died under exploitation and greed, many green initiatives sprang up with varying degrees of minimal success. Except for Reverend Elishah Peddry. He took prayers for our salvation and hammered them into the heavens, using a focussed array built by his small but technically brilliant congregation. His message had been simple: God did exist, but his works had taken him far away. We simply weren’t shouting loud enough. One morning, a year after he started, the world woke to a metallic rain falling as dawn tracked across the world. Those motes of silver fluid inspired everything from consternation to reverence.

	Elishah Peddry drank a lot of it. When he reached a litre of intake, something incredible happened. In an explosion of excess bodymass and wet rags, he became Turime, the first Angel of the Redemption. Across the world, by accident or design, many more Angels were created. Sides were taken, and war about to break out, as a small spacecraft hurtled into orbit and a very old man in a perfectly-fitted emerald bodysuit commandeered every media channel on the planet, speaking with instantaneous translation into over a hundred languages.

	“My name is Ennok. Your planet is on the verge of ecological collapse. The bioforms created by my monarch’s rain will reverse that, with or without your help. Eli’ar Pe’ree asked for help. It is here. You are now beholden to the Vigian of Meros.”

	Then he and his ship left. The Transformed, still called Angels by us, marshalled themselves, as human powers and religious organisations took offence. After some power nuked Reverend Peddry and his congregation to glass, the Angels turned hostile. Three ships carrying equipment descended from behind our moon, and the Transformed got wings, armour, and methods to deploy righteous wrath - with biblical ferocity - in science-fantasy ways.

	We call the whole of that first year the ‘Silver Rain’ now. It was the boundary between what had been and what is to be. Up here in the high towers, humans and Transformed work together. Down below, they live with us as lords, live with us as enemies, or serve one of the few Transformed who rejected the mental conditioning that comes with the Transformation.

	When a human walks up to the gates of the towers and asks for Transformation, he or she serves for a year with the Transformed. After that year, if both sides agree, the human is Transformed.

	I had the other advantage. Being born in the towers and raised amongst the hybrid community. Becoming a Transformed was never in doubt. But I waited until I found one, then two, with whom I could spend a very long time with before drinking the Silver.

	****

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

	*****
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