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	Future Past

	  It was raining, a fine cold drizzle that soaked you before you noticed. Keto couldn't remember the last time he'd been working in the dry. Then again, he couldn't remember the last time he'd seen sunlight when he wasn't working. Something about an ancestor ritual gone wrong a couple of solstices ago, the CBOD News had said.

	  He moved quickly from the concealment of the pub doorway, across the road to the doors of the bank. After looking furtively about he examined the lock. A simple multiphase job. He closed his eyes, unconsciously humming a children's rhyme as his hands drew the delicate weave of Mandala Four above the access panel. With a faint click, the door released and swung inwards. Keto grinned and moved inside. The Wheel of Passage never failed him.

	  The interior door yielded as easily as the first, and Keto waited warily as the watch wyvern drifted past. Mandala Eleven, the Wheel of the Unseen. Outside, the drizzle gave way to rain as thunder rolled across the town. Moving on, Keto avoided all contact with mundane objects as he sought what he'd been sent for.

	  Some time later, Keto slipped back into the drenched night, a priceless relic wrapped in a chainstore carrier bag under his arm. He moved swiftly away, putting as much distance as he could between himself and the scene of the crime before the mandalas unraveled and the watch wyvern got really annoyed.

	  The meeting house was dark, it's windows boarded up. Inside, they waited. He could feel them: a blank wall of excitement and fear, underpinned by a loathing of the methods they were forced to use, namely, Keto. He paused on the step to weave Mandala One, the Wheel of Protection, about himself. He noted that the warp and weft avoided the relic. A novel trick, and one to be passed on. The old tales of faith were not just nightflame and moonshine.

	He knocked, paused, knocked twice. The door opened slightly. Through the gap, a single pale eye gazed. Its pupil contracted in recognition, and the door opened just enough to let him in.

	  The interior was darker than the night outside. Indistinguishable figures stood or sat in groups, becoming lumps of solid shadow in the light of a few stubby candles. Keto shook the rain from his duster coat and moved to the heater to dry his multicoloured trousers.

	  A figure in black moved to his side. 

	  "Did you get it?" An anxious question.

	  Keto nodded. He felt Mandala One tense at the mere proximity of the man. Keto handed the relic over with a gloved hand. The principle of contagion. One could never be too cautious with practitioners of this path.

	  The dark figure snatched the parcel and feverishly tore the wrappings away. With a cry of joy, he brandished the book aloft, before turning to Keto and tossing him a battered envelope. Keto counted the cash. Good, solid fifties. None of your smartcard or eurodollars. At least the wretched paid in hard currency.

	  As Keto left, he heard them shuffling about behind him. The closing door cut off the dark man's opening words: "Dearly beloved, we are gathered here this ni-"

	  Keto shuddered. Close. Proximity to that sort of thing could taint his mandalas for weeks. Wrapping his coat tighter about him, he moved off into the night. ‘Christians’ he thought. All these cults were mad, but those claiming an ancient heritage suppressed by the rising of the Druids really worried him.

	***

	 

	Contact

	  HMS Excelsior hit hard, its bow plates riven and crew thrown forward like dolls tossed into a toybox. Alarms sounded, adding to the cacophony of screams, shouted orders and the sound of supposedly solid things falling down.

	  “What have we hit, helm?”

	  Captain Elliot Daniels was the Royal Navy’s brightest star, fast tracked by sheer talent in these troubled times as the Somalian Privateers extended their control over the Atlantic.

	  “We’re two hundred and forty miles west of Gibraltar, sir. We shouldn’t have hit anything!”

	  The seaman at the helm looked more offended than scared.

	  As Captain Daniels picked himself up and straightened his cap so he could peer forward out of the bridge windows, he became aware of a new tone to the shouts from the prow. Fear. Panic. Then he saw the enormous scaled head rising above the pennant, moments before huge eyes of midnight blue caught his gaze in a grip he could not ignore or escape.

	 APOLOGIES, CAPTAIN. MY SON WAS PLAYING WITH THE DOLPHINS AND IGNORED MY WARNING TO GET OUT OF YOUR WAY. AS YOUR VESSEL COULD HAVE HURT HIM, I GOT IN THE WAY.

	  Elliot Daniels suddenly discovered religion. The helmsman voided his bowels moments before fainting. Elliot became aware of gunfire from the prow.

	 COULD YOU ASK YOUR CREW TO STOP SHOOTING AT ME PLEASE? IT REALLY IS VERY IRRITATING.

	  Elliot leant forward to the tannoy and squeaked: “Cease fire.”

	  He cleared his throat.

	  “Cease fire, all hands. Secure from collision and repair teams stand to.”

	  He deliberately did not look into the eyes as he watched the blue green scales on the creature’s neck shine in the watery sunlight. As great wings broke the surface behind the creature, he steeled himself and stared into its eyes again.

	 INTRODUCTIONS ARE IN ORDER. I AM SITHASTRAN, A FEMALE DRAKE OF THE ATLANTEAN DEMESNE. MY SON FAERSITHA IS JUST OFF YOUR PORT SIDE.

	  Elliot found his voice, aware of every crewman’s face turned his way.

	  “I am Captain Elliot Daniels of His Majesty’s Ship Excelsior. Please excuse me, but I just do not have the words for this.”

	 EXCUSED, CAPTAIN. PLEASE CONTACT YOUR ADMIRALTY AFTER YOU ORGANISE A SALVAGE VESSEL FOR YOUR SHIP. FAERSITHA WILL KEEP YOU AFLOAT UNTIL IT ARRIVES.

	  “Admiralty?”

	 YES. WE HAVE DECIDED TO RESTART COMMUNICATION WITH HUMANITY. I WAS ON MY WAY TO LONDON WHEN FAERSITHA GOT DISTRACTED.

	  “Restart?” 

	  Elliot cursed himself mentally but just did not seem to be able to construct sentences at the moment.

	 YES. IT HAS BEEN A WHILE, BUT SOMETHING HAD TO BE DONE.

	  Elliot felt the hand of history rest chill and heavy on his shoulder.

	  “Something?”

	 YES. YOU ARE STAGNATING UNDER THE CONTROL OF GREEDY MEN. SO WE ARE INTERVENING.

	  Elliot broke out in a cold sweat. He knew that tone of voice, despite it sounding only within his mind.

	 LET ME SAVE YOU THE TIME, CAPTAIN.

	  The huge jaws parted revealing rows of immense, serrated teeth. As he saw what he could only interpret as a mischievous twinkle in the creature’s eyes, Elliot realised he was the first ranking officer in the Royal Navy to see a dragon smile

	 TAKE ME TO YOUR LEADERS.

	***

	 

	Revelation

	  The seventeenth of July two thousand and thirty-eight. The day that Mohammed and Jesus returned with two fleets of wondrous vessels to take the faithful to a better place. Over the following two months, the world rejoiced and rather a lot of people who really should have had the charity to know better had moments of schadenfreude.

	  We watched in awe and no little jealousy as the adherents gathered at the designated rendezvous points and went into the heavens to the rewards that they had waited so long for. Internal schisms were forgotten as they all joyously went up the silver ramps hand-in-hand into the great cities within each of the ships.

	  “Daddy, why didn’t our gods come to get us?” Susie had been asking this a lot lately. I had been giving it a lot of thought as well. In the end, I hadn’t a bastard clue. We celebrated the solstices and equinoxes, my wife and her coven danced the esbats too. We were faithful. We had endured it all: derision, marginalisation, hatred, persecution. Yet in the end, the monotheists were right? That was a bitter pill to swallow.

	  I went out to a gathering that night. The world was a lot quieter since the exodus. There was a lot more to go round as a lot of nations had been gutted by significant numbers of their populations leaving for the stars. Then again, the world had lost sixty-eight percent of the humans on it. Everywhere was a bit empty these days. The reorganisations were causing all sorts of problems.

	  We sat in the park and chatted over beers round the fire, all thoughts of worship forgotten. What was the point?

	  “What a bitch. All of the ‘one god’ squads got a free pass.”

	  “It’s the atheists I feel sorry for.”

	  “Why on earth do you feel that?”

	  “Well, we may have chosen the wrong team, but they wouldn’t even play the game.”

	  There was laughter at that. But on our lonely walks home, we all had to face the fact that we were wrong and it had been proven in such an unarguable way.

	  As I turned a corner, I saw a figure coming toward me. She was slim and dressed in a dress of many hues. She carried a baton of gold and her gossamer wings obscured my view of the huge bloke behind her until he stepped off the pavement to walk at her side, his horns twelve-tined and twisted with age. At his belt a sword hung, balanced by a very purposeful holstered pistol on the other side. I stopped dead and became aware of my body hyperventilating. They strode up and paused in front of me. She smiled, He shook his head. Then she put a hand on my shoulder and pressed the baton into my hand.

	  “This contains the plans and methods for the technologies you need now. You will know who to take it to.”

	  He leant forward and his voice was a deep rumble.

	  “Earth can be a paradise, little man. We have waited centuries and tonight we are everywhere doing this. Because where in your faith does it say you get to go to the stars for your redemption?”

	  She pushed him back and stared into my eyes. The love she carried was almost palpable.

	  “The day you waited for came. The gods from beyond took their followers away. Now we are sure that they are gone, the gods of earth can begin the renewal that their faithful have awaited so long for. But make no mistake, you can still mess this up. All we give you are the means and the hope. Your resolve will determine if you make heaven or hell.”

	  He crouched down and looked at me.

	  “Plus there are a few fanatics left behind. For all that the Morning Star wants to build an egalitarian utopia, some of his followers still have the wrong idea. They will cause trouble, especially when he doesn’t give them their every whim and make them royalty. Be prepared to defend what you make.”

	  With that, they were gone. I looked down at the fantastical baton and saw the data interfaces on it. Then I looked up at the stars and cried.

	***

	 

	Tweak

	  “Tell me more of this magic you call ‘Science’.”

	  It’s a beautiful day in Hampden Park and children are strolling with their minders or playing in the activity domes. Couples sit about with breathers set to minimum filtration and a few lucky dogs run happily with green oxygen bottles bouncing from their torcs. There’s even a crow high in the tree above me, cawing asthmatically. Which returns my gaze to my companions: he being dressed in an immaculate white suit harking back to the early twentieth century, while she is in a red and black bodysuit of the latest cut. Neither have breathers.

	  “It’s not magic. That’s the point. We have analysed and studied the world about and the heavens above and codified and catalogued and sought to explain and understand everything at all levels. Mathematics gives us insight where experiment and observation have not reached, and sometimes points out things and areas we may have missed.”

	  He nods and turns to look at her. She smiles as she leans forward.

	  “So what you’re saying is that you’ve done away with superstition and created an enlightened civilisation, with the opportunity to be free of dogma and ignorance if they or their rulers so choose.”

	  “I’ll grant you that some of the fundamentalist states in America and the Middle East are contrary, but by and large, yes.”

	  He grins. “You have freed your people from magic and given them this far better ‘Science’, yet you cannot breathe air unaided and plants are stunted or dying while wild fauna is in catastrophic decline. Your discards litter the world like pebbles on a beach and yet you sit here and tell me that you are enlightened?”

	  “We are merely enduring the selfishness of our predecessors. When the new environmental initiatives reach maturity, things will improve.”

	  She puts an arm around his waist under his jacket and points at me. “May we propose an alternative view?”

	  I check my chronograph and adjust my breather. I have twenty minutes before class.

	  “If you can do it in less than fifteen minutes.”

	  They both nod, then speak, in eerie synchrony. The hairs on my arms and at the nape of my neck stand upright.

	  “What if every thing that is capable of looking into the sky and wondering about things beyond food, shelter and reproduction has to find a way to explain the heavens and the depths beyond or go insane? What if every civilisation has to discover the reason why, so they do not have to answer it as a question? What if every creature that fits the previous definitions is born with magic. Personal, communal and geographical layers of it, all swirling away in their subconscious? An attunement to everything about them, part of the things that let us exist yet ignored by so many. This magic is expressed in the will of few, then when it finds champions and adherents, becomes a belief. That belief begets subcategories of belief and if it is healthy, encourages beliefs that contest it so that it will be refined by competition. Some beliefs will manifest in miracle workings, some as rituals using natural materials. Others will require devices of complexity and art. But in the end, they are all methods to make sense of the great unknown, the vastnesses above and below that scare us so badly.”

	  After a good start, they blunder back onto familiar ground and I’m ready for them.

	  “Magic is not scientific. It cannot be. It is beliefs and superstition and subjective views that fail on examination.”

	  He raises a finger. “So this opposing belief system refuses to validate its competitor and has instruments of its own devising that measure its own verity, yet will not recognise others.”

	  “It’s not belief. It’s science. Solid facts, proven by repetition and observation.”

	  “One could contest that repetition is merely dogma and revelation is a singular thing.”

	  “Oh no, not this. Science will teach us the ways of everything. Once we understand it, we can manipulate it.”

	  She claps her hands delightedly. “That’s it! That’s the flaw!”

	  “What flaw?”

	  He leans forward and takes my hand. “Where your method falls down. Why wait until you understand an infinite realm when it is only limiting yourself to never being able to reach your goal?”

	  She leans forward and takes my other hand. “Why wait for understanding when to manipulate something you need only will and sometimes the manners to ask whatever you need to work with you?”

	  He sits back and she lays across his crossed legs.

	  “Your problem is force. Too much in the wrong places.”

	  I shake my head.

	  “Would you like an example?”

	  “Of course.”

	  “You know that without a breather, the outside air will corrode your lungs. Your science has stated that to protect them, you need a device that actually contributes to that very lethality as a side-effect of its creation.”

	  “Yes.”

	  “And I know that by making this particular gesture, using my will to induce a revision in your body energy and placing my hand in contact with you to implement and seal the act, you will never need a breather again.”

	  His fingers wove an intricate curving movement before he arched his hand gracefully to press upon my ribs with all five digit-tips. I felt a warmth inside my ribcage and heard a sound like a distant clap.

	  She leaned forward swiftly and pulled the breather off my face. I grabbed for it instinctively but she swatted my hands away, laughing all the while. I took a breath. It felt fine. No burning sensation, no drying of the throat. They both grinned like parents giving a child a special surprise.

	  He smiled. “Consider it a gift to aid your thinking.”

	  She smiled. “We have to start somewhere.”

	  They spoke in synchrony again. “And this may help reinforce the moment.”

	  They vanish from in front of me, leaving only a momentary breeze as the air rushes in to fill the absence created by their departure.

	***

	 

	One Man’s Science

	  Breskin. The planet that scientists hate. Why? Because on Breskin, science is what we would call magic. They have a whole slew of shamans, witches and sorcerers, each working in precise ways, using documented methods, to achieve results that are simply impossible according to our laws of physics.

	  So they sent me. I was a xenoscientific investigator. I went to the places where science didn’t work ‘right’, and either showed them what they were doing wrong, or wrote a treatise that interfaced what they did with the way it ‘should’ be done.

	  You may gather that I am no longer convinced of the rectitude of what I did. You’d be right, and this is why:

	 

	  I arrived on Breskin in my scientific marvel of a ship, loaded with all the technological toys and gadgets sure to impress ‘scientifically wayward’ cultures. As the dust and leaves settled, the clearing I had settled in became clear, along with a very angry looking woman in homespun robes, waving a knobkerrie at me with some enthusiasm.

	  As I strolled down the ramp, she stormed over to me and let rip with a stream of scathing criticism in the local dialect. I engaged the translator in my wrist computer and her words became clear.

	  “- then you dropped that monstrosity on a circle that has stood inviolate for eight thousand years!”

	  I raised my hands in a placatory gesture: “And a very fine ancient landing circle it is. Now, I am here to bring you the wonders of science. Which of your elders should I speak to first?” - Yes, back then, I was a smug idiot.

	  She placed her hand on her hips: “Show me what you bring that is so important, so that I may discern who needs to see it.”

	  I did so. An hour of recounting the benefits of scientific method, of showing off holographic displays, X-rays and satellite mapping.

	  After all of that, she smiled and said: “Sit down. It’s my turn.”

	  She took some yellow powder and a skinny twig, waved the twig over the powder three times, then pointed the twig at me as she lit the powder. After the flash faded, a perfect 3D image of me floated in the air. When she finally placed the twig in the scorched ground, the image disappeared.

	  With a blackened stick, she drew four glyphs upon a stone and asked me to grasp it in my hand and close my eyes. Then she slapped my forehead twice. Commanding me to open my eyes, she asked me what I saw. I looked at her and saw her body like an illumined projection, able to switch my vision between muscular, circulatory or skeletal views, all in real time. She told me to drop the stone. My vision blurred, then returned to normal.

	  Taking a bowl from her pack, she filled it with the juice from a vine, added some blue powder and stirred it six times while reciting a little tune that I couldn’t remember the melody to, even as she sang it. With a smile, she offered me the bowl, indicating that I should look into it. There was an image of my ship, and me, and her, as if taken from treetop height. She touched the rim of the bowl and the view zoomed out, until I could see the continent I had landed on, with the lights of the towns scattered across it.

	  Taking the bowl from my shaking fingers, she tipped its contents onto the ground. They swirled, like water going down a plughole, as they soaked into the earth.

	  She looked across at me: “So what’s so marvellous about your stuff? It’s bulkier than mine and you say it needs regular replenishment. Seems more like a merchant’s scrying scam to me.”

	  “But. You. Couldn’t. Possibly. DO. Those. Things.” – Yes, I was having a little trouble with reality at that moment.

	  “Can’t I?  What do you know of the powers, mister science man?”

	  “Powers?”

	  “Those that watch and those that grant. Them who give and them who take.”

	  “You’re talking about invisible sentients that you worship; no, I don’t believe in gods.”

	  She tipped her head, as if listening, then smiled: “Bring me the spices you have in your cooking-hall. Let me show you with components untouched by this world.”

	  That was a reasonable request. I could handle that. A few minutes later, she sorted quickly through the stack of stuff that my wife had loaded the galley with. Sherry did that every time, and I always came back with them unopened. Ration packs were fine for me, back then.

	  “I sense a woman’s hand in this. One who cares for you, but is frustrated by your lack of inner vision. What comes next may be the saving of you.”

	  She rummaged for a while and then held up a kilo-bag of dried leaves: “Perfect. With this, I have both components.”

	  “A plastic bag and a kilo of dried thyme?” Colour me sarcastic.

	  Her eyes caught mine, glints of old malice and new mischief making them shine. 

	  “Sit ye, over there. And watch. And learn.”

	  I moved to one side of the clearing and took a seat with my back against a tree. She walked right round the clearing, equidistant between the treeline and my ship. As she did so, she threw handfuls of the herb into the air. Finally, she walked up and back down the boarding ramp, leaving it covered in shredded leaves.

	  She stood at the bottom of the ramp and started to conduct an invisible orchestra, as far as I could see. The twig she had used earlier was in her right hand, the blackened stick in her left.

	  This went on for a while, then - just as I was thinking about taking a nap - something like a flash of jade fire shot around the circle she had walked, and up the ramp. Wind roared and the leaves she had strewn rose into the air, each mote connected to its neighbour by a filament of green lightning. The noise was incredible, and I grovelled in the dirt, hands over my ears. I could still hear someone screaming like a terrified child. When my throat rasped dry, I realised it was me.

	  The wind howled and thunder rolled – from the ground beneath my feet! Reaching a crescendo, the wind roar and thunder rumble merged into a bark of what sounded like laughter.

	  Silence fell. I peered up from the hollow I had scooped in my terror, and looked across the clearing. Lambent green pulses raced around the intricate design that my ship had obscured. At the centre of that space, a pale-skinned humanoid with antlers and a wicked grin regarded me with jade-green eyes. I was more concerned about the theft of my ship, until my wrist computer started to scold me for forgetting Sherry’s birthday, again. On my belt, the diagnostic unit complained in a deep voice that it hadn’t been upgraded for months. From my holster, my service weapon whined that it would really like to shoot something, because it was so bored.

	  And that is when I came to appreciate the benefits of catatonia.

	 

	  My stint as an ‘inquisitor for the clergy of science’ ended, ignominiously, as I spectacularly failed to usher in the age of rationality on Breskin. So spectacular was my failure that they fired me in absentia. They didn’t even send a retrieval vessel. I was left on Breskin. Thankfully, Wandra, the woman who had used my spaceship as a ritual component, took me in and taught me the basics of life on my new home.

	  Sherry blew our entire savings on travelling to Breskin, one way. I love her so much for that. All she would say was that she was sure something good had happened, so she came to join me. I will never query the glance she and Wandra exchanged as she said it, though.

	  The gent with the antlers? Sherry tells me that back on Earth, he’d be called Ogun, Lord of the Deep Woods, Technology and Healing. My former employers call him a ‘three-metre tall biped with pronounced quantum manipulation abilities of unquantified breadth’. They have also interdicted Breskin, forever (which is why it cost Sherry so much to get here).

	  As for me: this morning I levitated my first boulder and moved it out of a farmer’s field. Sherry handed me a towel after I completed the move, while Wandra applauded.

	****
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