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The Wallpaper Roll
Stephen Theaker
I’ve been really enjoying my writing lately, which I think will really show in next issue’s review section. After coming back from holiday in August I was feeling a bit glum about my lack of writing. I’d read 70 books this year so far (most of them comics, so don’t be impressed!) and reviewed hardly any of them. That seemed a bit weird, to say I used to review practically everything I read. And I’d missed my Monday deadline for new reviews for the best part of three months.
So something had to be done!
I’d been reading some Facebook posts by Rhys Hughes, where he talked about writing as a muscle that you have to exercise, and that chimed with me. I kept waiting for the perfect time to write – a clear weekend, a quiet evening, etc – instead of just getting on with it. So I set myself a Rhys-Hughesian goal of 250 words a day – in reviews, stories, whatever I want to write. That’s not a lot of words per day, but it’s more than I had been doing. My plan was to do those 250 words roll-of-wallpaper-style, maybe in a Word document, but then I had what turned out to the wonderful idea of using Scrivener.
It turns out that, as well as being great for novels, Scrivener works fantastically well as a document manager for handling many short bits of writing, if you keep them all together in one Scrivener file. I call it The Wallpaper Roll.
You can set word count targets for each document, and there are progress bars for each of them. From the first day it’s been great fun to watch the little progress bars going up into the green on each piece. In practice, my overall word count has generally amounted to much more than 250 words a day, but setting that low target has unlocked something. I’ve never enjoyed writing as much.
It’s given me a freedom to write that I had slightly lost, while Scrivener provides the structure that ensures the writing is to a useful purpose. Things that I’m going to review have stopped being tasks added to the pile, and become things I can farm for additional words. It’s been hard to stop writing!
I also have a separate Scrivener file – the Old Roll – that contains all the reviews that have been hanging around unfinished, because they aren’t allowed to count towards my Wallpaper Roll total. One day, one day, I will finish my long-awaited reviews of Cloud Permutations and Gorel and the Pot-Bellied Pig.
Here are the rules of The Wallpaper Roll, if you want to try something similar. It’s a bit like NaNoWriMo, but sustainable (I hope I’ll find) all year round:
1. 250 words a day.
2. Every day. Words cannot be carried forward.
3. Words can be added to any project, to new story fragments, anything, just has to be 250 words in total by the end of the day.
4. Words added only count if written in complete sentences.
5. No content written before the day I began may be added to this file (though notes can be typed up).
6. New chapters of old projects may be written here.
7. No words count towards the daily 250 until the day they are added to the Roll. (Except during holidays away from home.)
8. Any words written anywhere after the day I began can be added here and counted.
9. When first draft complete, export for editing, so words can be cut without harming total word count.
10. When writing has been exported, it’s done here but should still count towards the ongoing total; set status to Archived.
The only problem is that once my 250 words are done each morning, I’m so happy and relaxed and stress-free that it’s hard motivating myself to do anything else! I just sit staring happily at those progress bars! Funny to find out that what I always thought was stress about work was almost entirely angst about writing.
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The Colour of the Wind Erodes the Shape of Time
Howard Watts
During the early eighties, Sully had a flat in Kemptown. It was a bleak, crumbling hole of a place – much like the majority of the district, where the damp would turn the dust to grey mud, as the rain did the same to the fag butt and dog shit littered streets. Sully didn’t want a job, just a laugh and a free meal. I’d often give him both, and in return he’d let me bunk down when we were pissed on a Saturday night. His living room was once a Victorian front bedroom. High ceiling with nicotine stained mouldings, cracked plaster and a big old panelled door which Sully’d nearly finished painting when someone broke in and stole the paint. He told me the door represented the world, the paint covering the bare wood with exactly the same percentage of evil, so he left the door unfinished to remind him. His fireplace was like an altar. He’d have all these wood carvings he’d never finished perched along the mantelpiece, and on the wall above, a painting of Brighton seafront he’d done for his art A level coursework. He liked the painting so much it was never submitted, so he failed the exam. He’d decorated the other walls with empty frames, which he told me were for paintings he knew he’d finish one day.
The lounge carpet seemed to have shrunk away from the skirting board every time I visited, then I found out he’d been slicing off strips and unravelling them so he could weave them into a rug. He reckoned the carpet left by the tenants before had too much fibre per square inch, so he’d have this new rug woven to fit the room perfectly, with several yards of twine left over. That was two years ago.
The windows were those old sash types, you know, the ones with rope in the frames. They’d bang and clatter when the wind blew up the road off the seafront. The view opposite was of an identical Victorian terrace. Some of the buildings were derelict; there was an antique and bric-a-brac shop, a “fine art” reproduction print shop and a tobacconist. Sully said it was a great view, like looking into the past. I told him we were always looking into the past, because of the way photons travel.
On a windy October morning he moved his sofa, portable telly, stereo and speakers over to the back wall, then sellotaped scraps of old wallpaper, pattern side down, over the living room floor. Then he’d hang different lengths of string dipped in different coloured paint from the ceiling, open the windows and go out. He’d come home in the afternoon and see all these droplets, streaks and patterns on the paper, and tell me it was called The Colour of the Wind. He said he couldn’t be in the flat when this art took place, because the wind would course around him, so he’d then alter the natural swaying of the string – similar to what he’d read of Schrödinger, who had an unfortunate cat. He’d tried to sell The Colour of the Wind to an art shop in the Lanes, but they said that no one would be interested, and that their customers would probably prefer the mixed up wallpaper on the back more. I believed in Sully, and he told me that was the only thing that kept him going. If I stopped believing, he’d stop working. I knew that would leave him with nothing, and he’d end up like a few of my classmates, tripped and burnt out before their twenty-first birthdays. Tabs were easy to score in Brighton in the eighties.
We got chucked out of a club for being out of order in the ladies’ loo one Saturday night, and when we got back to Sully’s around 2 a.m., I started talking about black holes.
Sully said the old geezer in the flat upstairs had one in his bathroom, but it wasn’t a real natural one, just a small artificial singularity the bloke had created. He said the tobacconist opposite told Sully to watch out for the old man, as he’d told him he was a time traveller one morning, waving his rolled up copy of New Scientist in the air saying, “They’re all old, all of ’em!” Sully said he thought the old geezer just shat through the black hole, to save money on the water bill. “Old gits shit more ’cos it builds up over the years and they’re full of it,” he concluded.
When we stopped talking about black holes the scraping started. It was around 3.30 and we looked up and watched the dried coloured string swaying above our heads. There was this rumble from upstairs, like I’d heard when I helped mum move the fridge out so she could clean behind it. Sully turned the stereo off and we watched the ceiling. The scraping continued and then there was a thud, then a few muffled curses and footsteps. We must’ve sat there for an hour listening to him. The sounds changed pitch a couple of times and we made up this story about how he was senile and was moving his fireplace closer to his chair ’cos he was cold. Then we went to bed.
We woke up at midday and went down the Burlington for a sandwich, a few beers and game of pool while the launderette opposite washed Sully’s clothes. There was this old bloke watching me from the moment we walked into the pub, sitting on his own, sipping a pint of lager. I told Sully, and he told me in a whisper it was the bloke from upstairs. I thought he was eyeing the rips in my fishnets, or the curve of my bum beneath my black leather mini, so I stuck it out a bit and clenched the cheeks together, exactly the same way I’d done when I’d first met Sully. I thought I detected a twinkle in the old bloke’s eyes, and was sure he hid a dirty smile behind his pint as we sat at our usual table. I was dying to go over to him and ask what he was up to last night, but Sully said it was a bad idea, as they didn’t get on very well. I asked why, but Sully just said he had a strange feeling when around the guy, passing on the stairs or sometimes in the street. I asked him to explain some more, but he got the knock, telling me to forget it. I was intrigued, so I waited until Sully went into the loo to nick a bar of soap and some toilet tissue and turned to look over at the old bloke. He smiled back to me with warmth I’d not seen from an old person before – not even my grandparents. Still, they thought I was a wayward child because I shaved my head, had a nose stud and wore Docs. The fact I worked in Tescos as checkout supervisor, had three Os and two As didn’t matter to them. They’d speak to a mass murderer if they wore a three piece suit and had a short back and sides, but it seemed to me my appearance didn’t matter to this old man. I know it sounds funny, but I realised he wasn’t looking at me in a sexual way, more like affection, perhaps even pity. Maybe I reminded him of his granddaughter, or a lost love from his youth.
Sully came back and the old man stood up. I thought he was coming over to speak to us, but he just walked past our table and out through the door, making Sully shiver.
Around eight, I walked home. The July sun was struggling through the clouds for a peek at the late evening revelry down at the Old Steine. Foreign students were out in force, crowding the bus stops in their white, blue and denim groups, chatting loudly. The local girls masqueraded behind masks made from Boots mascara and guesswork, while the lads murdered every passerby with their greedy eyes. A few skin-headed cruisers blared a monotonous pulsing thud, thud, thud as they drove past. The four young heads like sharks, angled in different directions, bobbing and scanning the groups for a suitable skirt to whistle at. As they drove towards the seafront and their throbbing trailed off beneath the growl of buses, my thoughts were taken back to the old bloke and his thudding. When I reached London Road close to St Peter’s, I stopped and turned, then found myself walking back towards the seafront.
I crept up the stairs and took a deep breath as I reached the door. I knocked, then cursed myself for using the same three knocks I usually used on Sully’s door on the landing below.
I heard footsteps, then locks and bolts clatter as they were slowly unfastened. The door creaked a thin dark slit in its frame, and the old bloke’s eyes appeared above a thick shining metal chain. He didn’t seem surprised at seeing me there and removed the chain.
“Please, come in, Liz,” he said, pulling the door open and standing aside. The light from the living room cast him in silhouette, and I squinted at the tall irregular shapes standing in shadow on both sides of the hallway. The old bloke turned, shuffling sideways down the narrow passageway. “Lock the door behind you.”
As my eyes got used to the light, my ears got used to the sound – the ticking of many mechanical movements surrounded me as I followed him.
“They are my sentries,” said the old man, “their faces never lie or betray, they are true to the moment they live in and for, and nothing should be more precious to anyone other than time.”
The grandfather clocks lining the hallway stared back at me as I inspected each one of them in turn. Pale faces on parade, black Roman numerals, bold Arabic in copper, brass and silver. Cases of polished oak, elm and cedar, suspended pendulum hearts measuring the moments. I found myself in the doorway to the living room, the old man standing in the bay window, watching the darkened street.
I took a few paces into the room. “Why did you stare at me in the pub at lunchtime?”
His shoulders slowly rose and fell as he heaved a sigh which clouded the window.
“I’ve always looked at you that way,” he replied. “Leave Jeremy Sullivan, he’s no good for you. He does stupid things, wastes your precious time in the name of art.”
“But I love him,” I found myself saying, defending us both in a single phrase.
He bowed his head. “Why did you come here tonight?”
“I’ve already explained, I want to know why you looked at me that way, with understanding, when my own family can’t see me as I really am.”
He looked up to the ceiling for a moment. “I’ve loved you longer than he has, Liz. I want something better for you. You can’t spend the rest of your life living in his shadow.”
I laughed and he shook his head and turned. “Leave him,” he insisted, “he’ll ruin your life and keep you waiting, hold you back, waste it with his ideas. Please?”
I walked back into the hallway, remembering what Sully had said about the old bloke being full of it. He hurried after me, stopping at the living room doorway. “Please, wait.”
From the front door I turned, nodding to the grandfather clocks. “What are all these for?”
“I’m taking them back home for an idea I’m working on, it’s going to be grand. They’re expensive and hard to come by in the future, so I came here, as the antique shop across the road can supply me with all I’ll need.”
I shook my head and hurried out of the flat and down the stairs to Sully’s.
He was surprised to see me and was clutching dried lengths of coloured string.
“Come in, there’s something I need to show you.”
He pointed to a charcoal sketch above the fireplace. “My latest idea,” he said proudly, “a sculpture I’m going to call The Shape of Time.”
The picture was of hundreds of grandfather clocks, arranged into a huge humanoid shape, standing in the centre of a park, with a glowing multi-coloured orb for the head.
From upstairs the scraping started again, and I realised I would never leave Sully.
That was almost sixty years ago. I have The Colour of the Wind framed in my hallway, prints one tenth the size still sell very well for a thousand euros each. As I sit on this bench not a great deal has changed in Brighton. Students still crowd the bus stops, cruisers still glide by – although their engines now hum with electricity, as do the buses. The fountain in the Old Steine vanished some years ago, to be replaced by a statue made from hundreds of grandfather clocks. The small artificial singularity forming the figure’s head draws thousands of tourists and scientists all year round, and Brighton’s Green council unashamedly deposit rubbish into it from all over the city. Some people have stepped through it never to return, so now there’s a barrier in place to prevent this, which ruins the overall look, but I can’t help but wonder where all the rubbish goes. Perhaps there’s another alternate Brighton filled with the stuff, it constantly spewing from the windows of a vacant Victorian terraced flat. I just sit here and wait when the weather’s fine, hoping Sully will appear one day, as I miss him and his art with all my heart.
We Slept Through the Apocalypse
Howard Phillips
The Commune
Life on the farm was pretty sweet. The weather was mostly bad, now that we were getting into December (of 2008), but we didn’t have to go out in it unless we wanted to. Ackroyd looked after the cows, and we chilled out, playing guitar around a roaring fireplace, and occasionally popping out to the barn to see how work on our studio was going. We learnt to cook for ourselves on the Aga, but Haworth (home of the Brönte sisters) was only a five minute drive away, so takeaway food was always an option, and one we took advantage of on a regular basis. We weren’t so far out of the way that we were isolated from humanity, but we were far enough away that if anyone bothered us they’d have a fair distance to go before escaping our vengeance!
I was persuaded against installing a guard tower, but I became so used to the company of our two security guys, Benny and Ivtar, that I doubled their wages and asked them to stick around. They kept an eye out for journalists, discouraging any who came onto our land, kept an eye open for any other miscreants (I imagined that I had not seen the last of my old enemies The Chaste), and helped out around the farm when they had nothing else to do. Within a month or two they were adept at building dry walls and driving tractors.
As winter turned to spring, I tried not to think about my search for another band member. Things tend to go best for me when I don’t interfere with them, when I let them happen naturally, and I was determined to do that again.
We played on the Xbox 360. Bioshock was a big favourite for late-night solo play, but a lot of our time went into Team Fortress 2 – we ended up with a dozen Xbox and TV pairings around the house, allowing for colossal intra-house online tournaments.
As spring turned into summer, a curious thing happened: a trailer pulled up in the yard outside the house. We stepped out to see what was going on.
The door opened, and out stepped the last people I had expected to see: The Sound of Howard Phillips! It was my original band, the one I had left behind in my quest to assemble the Saturation Point!
We had recorded a single album together, The Fear Man, but they were now huge recording stars in their own right, having not only built on the ideas we had come up with together, but also developed a whole bunch of their own. Their first album without me, Cold Hand Hank, had been a gigantic success, while the follow-up, Squid Me, Dear, had taken them beyond everyday musical success and into the realm of musical legend.
What a surprise to see them here, climbing out in the spring sunshine on my Yorkshire farm. There hadn’t been any ill will between us for a long time, but things had still been a a little bit awkward.
One by one they got out of the trailer. Quids McCall, seventies survivor and master guitarist. Jack “the Space” Tom, king of the keyboards (Harry the grey cat, as ever, snuggled in his arms). Lumley Clark, drummer. And the bassist too.
Seeing them now, I wondered why I had ever walked away from the band. And was I in the process of making the same mistake with their successors?
I ran to each of the Sound in turn, hugging them as if they were possessed and I had to squeeze the ghosts out.
Then I took a step back to look at them all again. “I can’t believe you guys are here. It’s brilliant to see you.”
Jack Tom laughed. “I can’t believe you hugged me with old Harry here in my arms. You used to make me fax my playing to the studio, you hated having him around so much!”
“That was a long, long time ago,” I laughed. “Who even remembers what fax machines were for?”
The bassist grinned. “We were waiting for you to come out on tour with us, Howard, but got tired of waiting. So we came up here to see you.”
Things went a little bit quiet for a second or two then, as I realised the Saturation Point were feeling a little bit reserved around the men (even the Sound were all men – what was my problem?) that they had replaced. There was only one way to get over that awkwardness.
“Group hug!” I yelled, and we all piled into one big hug – even the cat.
By the end of it we were all the best of friends, and we trotted into the farmhouse to dish out some bottles of lager and catch up on everything we had missed.
“So,” I began, once everyone had a drink in their hand. “Weren’t you guys on a tour of the USA? Very swanky!”
Jack nodded. “That’s right – we just finished up. We had a great time, Howard. We went all over the country. You should see Boston in the snow – it’s the most beautiful place on Earth. New York was amazing. Los Angeles. Chicago.” He looked to his bandmates. “Where else did we go?”
“Austin, Texas,” said Quids. “We met a lot of people on the indie movie scene.”
Jack nodded. “That’s right. There was even talk of us doing a bit of soundtrack work, if you can believe that, Howard. Six years ago we were nowhere. We were playing in pub bands, or not playing at all, and you brought us together, showed us the potential we had. It was tough—”
“Tough?” laughed the bassist. “It was like being in boot camp!”
Jack nodded. “It was; but we came out of it well-trained and ready for business. We owe it all to you, Howard.”
I shook my head. “I helped, sure, but every bit of your success is your own. I didn’t give you the toughness to survive working with me, you had it already. I didn’t teach you to play. Back when we first got together, I couldn’t play a note: working with you showed me the difference real musicianship made.”
Quids nodded at my new band, ranged around the room. “I hope you go a bit easier on this bunch, Howard!”
I allowed myself a wry grin. “We’ve had some difficult times, but to be fair they haven’t always been my fault. The biggest problem for them has usually been boredom, while they wait for me to find the next band member.”
“You’re still on your quest, then?” asked Jack.
“Well, I was. It’s on the back burner for now. I guess you heard what happened in London?”
“I took it with a pinch of salt, mate,” he replied. I know the media; they blow everything out of proportion. Slipping a length to a prossy makes you a menace to society nowadays.” His band members gave him a funny look. “Not that I ever do,” he said quickly.
I held out my hands. “Well, the stuff about the party at the palace, that was a load of rubbish. But I really did have a meltdown at the hotel. If anything, the papers toned it down a bit. I would have been a goner if my new drummer wasn’t so handy with a bar stool.”
The Mountain Drummer raised a beefy hand to acknowledge everyone’s approving nods.
The Sound looked at each other, before Jack spoke up.
“That’s kind of why we’re here, Howard. We’d heard that you’d come up here to chill out a bit, and it sounded like such a good idea. We’re feeling well run down after our American jaunt, and we could do with a little rest. So what do you reckon: could we hang out with you guys a bit?”
I looked at my new band, and they all gave firm nods (apart from J,J,T,L.M, who shook a crystal approvingly).
“Sure,” I said. “Why not?”
“Smashing,” said Tom. “If you’ve got a spare field we’ll go and park the trailer on it, open out the side-tent, and get the girls out of bed.”
“There are girls?” said Prince Vann, a little too eagerly.
“We’re rock stars, mate,” said Jack. “There should always be girls! What’s Howard been teaching you lot?!”
Life at the farm got progressively stranger after that. Within a couple of weeks there were a dozen trailers parked in a huge circle in the field, with impromptu performances taking place in the middle at all times of day and night. Just about every band that had got burnt out on tour headed in our direction, as our little hidey-hole became an open secret. Some stayed for only a day or two before heading back out on the road. Others stayed a week or so to wind down from tour life before going back to their families – always a difficult transition. Others stayed for the whole of spring.
It was glorious and strange. I was as happy as I had ever been, since all thoughts of my quest were thrown out of my mind. Keeping everyone happy, fed, toileted and clothed was more than enough of a challenge for now – and it was a nice, easy challenge with clearly defined goals and criteria for success. After years of searching for an ineffable, indefinable something that might not exist, that was a huge relief. And who knew: perhaps my missing band member would pass through our impromptu little festival. Maybe, for once, they would come to me. Maybe this was my adventure for the year.
And if my batteries had been low, they were now getting charged to overflowing. Every day and every night exposed me to wonderful music and performances. One night might find me dancing to a collaboration between the Aphex Twin and Mickey Dolenz. The next morning might find me singing on stage with the Arctic Monkeys while R.E.M. played extra percussion. None of those people actually passed through our camp (apart from me, of course), but that gives you a flavour of what was going on.
I don’t want to mention any of the real collaborations that went down because I know how people would be. I mention that LL Cool J rapped over a track by Vampire Weekend, and then, for the rest of their careers, Vampire Weekend have to end every interview by explaining why they haven’t released their LL Cool J collaboration yet, leaving people to surmise that it wasn’t very good in the first place. (Like Tricky and Damon Albarn, for example.) I’ve given you an idea of the kind of stimulation I received during those months; I leave you to dream about the details. I know that I’ll be dreaming about them for years to come.
In amongst organising the monthly deliveries of canned foods and beer, and the weekly deliveries of fresh fruit and vegetables, I was having the time of my life. I had even given Veronica a call, much to her surprise, and she was coming up at weekends to hang out. Sometimes you need to be really unhappy to find true happiness – otherwise you just mope along in the middle.
As summer approached, we began to make plans for putting on a more elaborate show, building a real stage, letting some fans onto the farm. It was a bit of a bummer, but we hadn’t really encouraged people from outside the industry to come along. People wanted to relax among their peers, rather than sign autographs. But it made me sad to see those kids turned away from the gates by security.
As new bands arrived, their security teams (if they had them) would join up with Benny and Ivtar to keep an eye on things, and that made it hard for kids to get on site.
But there was no reason we couldn’t have a proper festival one weekend, and so we started to make plans.
But it wasn’t to be.
The Disaster
The night before it happened was no different to any other. We had partied, we had danced, we (Veronica and I, at least – I can’t speak for the others) had made love. Me, I felt like the townsfolk who had watched my sock-puppetry in Fable II: “Everything is so wonderful right now.”
I had even had the chance that day to speak to one of the women who had criticised me in the NME, Monday Snith, singer with the Electrowands, and offered her my profuse apologies, only to find that she had equally profuse apologies to offer on her part.
“I hadn’t realised it was going to be such a stitch-up,” she said, wringing my hand, to the slight discomfort of Veronica, who was standing nearby. “I’m so sorry.”
“No, don’t apologise,” I replied. “I deserved it, and it was a good thing. I guess I had a bit of blind spot about it. It’s a good thing I know.”
I’d even started to think that perhaps the reason a new band member hadn’t presented themselves to me was because it was supposed to be (or needed to be, depending on whether fate or my prejudices had brought this band together) a rotating slot. I was meeting so many talented, inspirational people every day, any of whom could have done an incredible job for us.
So I went to sleep happy.
I woke up frightened.
There was a terrifying noise outside, and at first I thought it was the sound of a nuclear holocaust. Then I relaxed – probably a guitarist had plugged into his amp after putting it through one too many effects pedals.
Then I heard the screaming.
I jumped out of bed and ran to the window. A quick glance over the festival field revealed nothing unusual, other than a few dozen people standing with their hands over their mouths or over their heads.
I followed the line of their eyes, to see a sky full of purple flame, flame that reached down to the ground on every horizon. The sky was boiling, and now the ground began to shake.
The farmhouse was old: I didn’t waste any time worrying about what was happening; I grabbed an armful of clothes and led Veronica out of the room, shouting for the Saturation Point to get up as I went. Most of them had slept through it, but J,J,T,L.M was waiting at the foot of the stairs.
“What is it?” I shouted to him. I could hardly hear myself over the noise of the… well, the noise of whatever it was that was happening.
“I don’t know,” he chimed, as loudly as he could. “But I hope it stops soon. This kind of rattling isn’t good for my species, not good at all.”
As if to illustrate his point, one of his crystals flew off and smashed against the wall.
“Anything important?” I yelled with a worried face. Somehow, at that moment, that crystal seemed like the most important thing in the world.
“I can no longer see the colour turquoise,” he answered. “But I should be able to grow it back in a year or two.”
“Okay – let’s all get outside.”
Out in the yard I did a quick roll call of the Saturation Point. All were there: Alec, J,J,T,L.M, Prince Vann and the Mountain Drummer. Veronica was safely clinging to my shoulder, as I was clinging to hers. I asked Alec for the time (my fob watch was still inside the house). It was seven in the morning, so Ivtar and Benny would already be out and about on their early morning circuit of the farm. So that was everyone out of the house. I almost said that they were safely out of the house, but that had yet to be established.
We stared at the sky in absolute terror. The noise was overwhelming, as if we were in a mixing bowl and someone had stuck in an electric whisk. As it intensified, I began to feel as if my ears were being stripped from my head; I went so far as to raise my hands to check. Although the ears were still there, my hands came away wet – wet with my blood.
I led Veronica and the band to the festival field. It might not be any safer than anywhere else in the world right now, but at least we could face the end – if that was what this was – with other people, standing shoulder to shoulder.
By this point everyone except the most dazed by drink or drugs were out of their trailers, girls and boys on their arms and eyes filled with terror. Many had trails trickling from their ears; others wiped blood from their noses.
Prince Vann leant over to call into my ear. “Alien invasion?”
I shrugged. “Could be,” I shouted back.
No one was panicking, making it all the more frightening: there was nowhere to panic to. The flames surrounded us on every side. From what we could see, we were in as safe a place as any.
Suddenly the flames disappeared, and a few seconds later the noise came to a stop.
Everyone turned to look at me.
It looked like my new adventure had finally begun.
The Aftermath
The flames were gone, but in their place was a gigantic wall of billowing smoke that hemmed us in on every horizon.
”What’s happened?” asked Veronica.
When the others heard her speak, they ran over to hear what I would say. In seconds I was at the middle of another mob, but whereas at the London hotel I had been at my worst, this crisis showed me at my best. I am always more comfortable with physical crises; what troubles me more are crises of the heart and soul.
“I don’t know,” I said as loudly as I could, provoking a hubbub of questions that did its best to rival the noise of the purple flame.
I climbed onto the steps of the nearest trailer so that they could all see and hear me better, and waved to get them to quieten down.
“I don’t know what’s happened. It looks rather like we slept through the apocalypse!”
“This is bollocks,” shouted one guy – oh wait, I recognised him. It was Gerrony Bild, a singer-songwriter from the US who released too many records and drank too much on stage. He was a regular in the NME, usually on account of him slagging off somebody or other. People turned to look at him. He waved a beer bottle at them. “What? What? You’re going to listen to him? He’s a nutcase. He probably set this up, all of it, as a publicity stunt, and we’ve all been duped into it. This is bollocks, and I’m going.”
While everyone looked at each other too see what they had made of his little speech, Bild ran over to his motorbike, posed dramatically, and got it started.
“So long, suckers!” he yelled as he left, driving so close to the trailer on which I stood that I was forced to humiliatingly flatten myself against it.
Prince Vann quietly approached me from the side, speaking into my ear. “Howard, should we let him go?”
Thankfully the noise, though drawing blood, seemed not to have done any permanent damage.
I shook my head, speaking equally quietly. “I know what you’re thinking: we need to establish leadership before things get any worse. But every one of these bands has a leader of its own already. We can’t force them to follow us. We have to let them learn by example.”
Prince Vann nodded. Strategy was his speciality. He had served for many years at the hub of his father’s intelligence network. He knew everything there was to know about staying in control of a situation. But we had to let these people have their heads before they’d let themselves be led. There might be hard times ahead – if we even managed to survive the day – and they would need leaders who had been through hard times before. But we couldn’t force our leadership upon them. Bild was probably riding to his death, but what the hell, he was an asshole and his last three albums had been crap. If he didn’t return for his band and crew, we’d know something was seriously wrong. If he returned, all the better – we needed information.
At that moment all the information I had was coming from my eyes, which were telling me that the roof of smoke across the sky was falling to earth. Even now the first ashes were dotting the ground.
I waved my arms to get everyone’s attention again. “Listen, everyone, look up!” Most of them did. The rest stared sullenly at their feet. “That smoke is dropping rapidly. We don’t know how hot it is, or if it’s toxic, and so everyone needs to get back inside their trailers. Close up your side-tents if you have time. Get any food, drink, bedding and clothes that you have inside as a priority. If there isn’t room in your trailers, take it over to the cow-shed. But be quick, we only have minutes to get to shelter. Don’t open your trailers until I come to knock on your door. Okay?”
Most people nodded, while a few scowled and walked off to their trailers anyway. It was obviously good advice so they took it. I nodded encouragingly and jumped down to the ground.
Prince Vann kept pace beside me, whispering constantly into my ear; the rest of the gang followed a step or two behind. I pulled up in the centre of the yard to give them their instructions.
“Mountain Drummer – round up the security team. Send everyone back to the trailers they came in. Get Ivtar back to the farmhouse at all costs. Prince Vann has a feeling we’re going to need them. J,J,T,L.M – get a big enough sample of this ash to let you analyse it. Alec – make sure that everyone in the festival field gets back into their trailers safely. Prince Vann – find Ackroyd and secure the cows in the shed.” They all ran off to take care of their assignments, not a word spoken though they knew they might not return.
I turned to my girlfriend. I don’t know exactly when I started to think of her as my girlfriend; it was probably round about the time I realised I had never actually had one, for all my adventuring, romantic and otherwise. I had had many pleasurable entanglements, but not once had I stopped to say, that’s my girlfriend. It felt good to say it, even if it was only in my head, in the middle of an apocalypse. “Veronica…”
“Yes, Howard?”
“This is going to sound a bit second Doctor-ish, but could you go back into the farmhouse and try to make up a big pan full of tea?”
She pouted, but only a bit.
I put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s the most important of all the jobs: we need to find out if we still have gas and electricity.”
She nodded and went inside.
“She would have made a good Victoria,” I said to myself. “But I’m not sure about you as the Doctor.” It was my turn to pout. “Not the second Doctor, maybe. I see myself perhaps as a younger version of the first of them. Obviously I don’t fit very well into continuity at present, but who’s to say how time might change around me in years to come?”
I followed Veronica to the farmhouse. The most important thing I could do for now was keep myself safe.
Because that’s the job of a good leader, you think? To make sure their army’s most valuable resource is not squandered?
Partly. But also because, even before Prince Vann had whispered it in my ear, I had been considering the possibility that they – one of the many, many theys to have suffered at my hands – had finally come for me. And we had to make sure that when they, whoever they were, came to get me, my people could save themselves by offering me up on a platter. Possibly with an apple in my mouth.
There was a pan of water bubbling on top of the Aga. I breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe we were just using the last of what was left in the pipes, but for now it was better than nothing. The lights were on: another relief. Whatever had happened, it had left at least some of the infrastructure undamaged.
While Veronica got on with that, I took out my mobile phone and gave it a try. I’d assumed it wouldn’t be working, given the cloud of smoke that surrounded us, and I was right; there was no reception. Never mind, it had been worth a try.
Next, the DAB radio that stood so proudly on the kitchen table. Nothing but static. I confess I had hoped for something there.
Then, the television. Nothing on analogue or digital. Nothing on satellite (unsurprisingly, with all that smoke in the way). Cable… nothing.
If there was no cable, I guessed there would be no landline or internet either, since they came down the same pipe. The landline telephone was indeed dead.
I switched on the Xbox 360. I felt oddly grateful to see the silver sphere materialise on screen, making its promise of gaming fun. It was as if part of the world had survived in that little white box. A few seconds later and it confirmed that it had been unable to log into Xbox Live. So no internet either.
We were totally cut off from the outside world. Unless that idiot on the motorbike had got through the smoke.
I went back down to Veronica. She put her arm around me and we went to watch from the broad living room window. It was almost idyllic. The falling ash – dust, fallout? whatever it turned out to be – could easily have been snow. We stood there on the cusp of summer, watching snow fall outside our farmhouse window, arms around each other, tea bubbling in the background, waiting for my closest friends to come and visit. It felt perfect, and it was: a perfect torture.
Alec was the first to come through the door. I called out to let him know where we were, and he came to join us in the front room, a few stray ashes upon his head and shoulders.
“They have special shampoo for that, you know?”
He frowned and shook his head. “Not the best time for jokes, Howard.” He sat down on the sofa.
“I disagree,” I said sadly. “This could be one of the last chances for anyone on Earth to make such a joke. Let it not be said that humankind went into the darkness without a defiant laugh upon its lips.”
“Hmm. Well, everyone and everything seems to be inside the trailers.”
“Well done, Alec.” I gave Veronica’s shoulders a squeeze, and she squeezed my waist.
There was then another period of nervous silence as the snow continued to fall. There was nothing to say, nothing that could make a difference, but I forced myself to speak, just to break up the waiting.
“Alec, did the ashes seem hot when they fell on you?”
He shook his head. “But that means nothing. When eating pasta, the shells on the edge of the plate can be ice-cold before those in the middle become edible.”
I said nothing in reply, and so the silence continued. The snow fell more heavily, as if was ready to settle. No other movement was visible.
Then there was a flash of blue crystal past the window, and we heard J,J,T,L.M letting himself into the kitchen. The three of us ran to see him. He shimmied lightly in the doorway to avoid bringing unnecessary ash into the house, but I could see a substantial portion gathered together in a crystalline receptacle. Grief, I hoped it wasn’t dangerous. If it was, what had I told him to do? But then, if it was, would it matter? None of us would live anyway.
“I’ll take this straight to my room,” he tinkled, and headed straight off. He didn’t need to say: there was no point in exposing us to it unnecessarily.
“Wait,” I called, my heart sick with worry, for him and for all the world. “Did you see the others?”
He rang a crystal negatively. “But try not to worry, Howard. Prince Vann probably took refuge in the cowshed with Ackroyd and the animals.”
“And the Mountain Drummer? Is the smoke hot?”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t see him.” He turned to go up the stairs, but said over his shoulder, “The smoke is very hot, Howard.”
I stood silently watching the stairs, long after he had gone.
“We should make sure that all the windows are closed,” said Veronica.
Alec nodded and the two of them went off to check. I sat down to quietly cry. This time, though, the tears were not wet, nor visible nor tangible; they ran in streaks through my mind, distorting my thoughts and leaving blots on my ideas. It was indulgent, I know, but I guessed that there would soon be no time for my tears, so I tried to get all of them out of the way as quickly as possible. I sensed I would not have the luxury of pain once the snow had stopped falling.
Life – or Death?
Alec, Veronica and I sat in the living room, waiting for J,J,T,L.M to return with his test results. With his judgment: would it be life or death for us, for the human race?
We tried not to look at each other. Ronnie poured us each a mug of hot tea with plenty of sugar, and then sat beside me. Every now and again she gave my hand a squeeze, and I did my best to reciprocate.
Was this what it all came to? A million years of strife and suffering, all for this: to die like punks, unable to raise a finger, unable to even understand what had happened. And at the back of my mind, self-reproach: if it hadn’t been for my meltdown, Howard Phillips and the Saturation Point would have recorded at least one album by now. Maybe not the album we were supposed to make, but at least we’d have had something for five years of adventuring, for five years of death and destruction, for five years of following my dreams and living – I now realised – alone. I had wigged out when I should have freaked out; I had collapsed when I should have synapsed; I had strayed from the path when I should have played through my wrath.
At that moment I knew it was time. I knew that if we survived this apocalypse, if the world had survived it, then it was time to put my ideas to tape, time to unleash the Saturation Point!
We heard the tinkle of J,J,T,L.M descending the stairs. Anyone watching him might have thought it rather a complicated process, though he was well practised in it. He didn’t quite walk down the stairs in the way we would; he sort of rolled down them, parts of his lower body rotating in perfect clockwork to negotiate man’s most dangerous invention.
He came into the front room. Alec and Ronnie remained on tenterhooks, but I had lived among his people long enough to recognise an expression of happiness. His disappointment crystal was translucent, while his relief crystals were shimmering gold and brown.
“It’s good news, then,” I said.
Alec and Ronnie let out sighs of relief.
“Yes,” chimed J,J,T,L.M, “at least for us. The ash isn’t radioactive, and it isn’t toxic. It’s an organic compound. If I had to wager my doctorates on it, I’d say its main component is charred wood. If anything it’ll be good for the soil, in the way that a forest fire leaves behind the perfect fertiliser for the next generation of plants.”
That was something, I thought. “You said it’s good news for us… What about everyone else?”
“While I was out there the falling ash was extremely hot. Anyone caught outside in it will have suffered very serious burns.”
“Oh, my,” I said, clenching my jaw. “I’m sorry.”
But J,J,T,L.M wasn’t finished. “But that’s not the worst of it. I’m afraid this kind of ash in the air is highly suggestive of the planet having suffered some huge cataclysmic event. Perhaps even an extinction level event. I’m sorry, Howard.”
I shook my head. “It’s not your fault, J,J,T,L.M. The human race has been dodging bullets for decades. It couldn’t last forever. What do you think it was?”
“It’s impossible to really know just yet, although further analysis of these samples may provide some clues. But to incinerate enough wood to put this much ash in the air… It could have been a meteor collision.”
“Not a nuclear holocaust then?”
“The lack of radiation suggests not. But this apocalypse happened while we were sleeping, so we can’t be sure. One could conjecture, for instance, that the ash results from fires caused by a bomb, rather than a bomb itself.”
“But it seems unlikely,” said Alec.
“Yes,” J,J,T,L.M replied. “It seems unlikely.”
“So if everyone else is dead,” I said, “the big question is: why are we still alive? Any ideas?”
Alec spoke first. “It’s possible that the shape of the Worth Valley protected us in some way, that by some fluke it channelled the explosion and flames away from us.”
I nodded. “It’s possible. Unlikely, but then so is our survival, so whatever the answer is, it’s going to be improbable.”
Veronica held up a hand, which made me smile, despite the circumstances.
“This is going to sound pretty stupid… What if everyone else is okay, and we’re dead. Remember how some people thought that was what was going on in Lost at first? Maybe we died and maybe this is hell, or purgatory.”
“Or heaven,” I said, holding up my mug, “since there’s hot tea! It’s not a stupid idea at all, though personally I don’t place much stock in the idea of life after death. But who knows – maybe.”
“What Veronica says is certainly worth considering,” J,J,T,L.M said. “I too doubt that we are dead; however, it is just barely possible that the rest of the world is unaffected, and that this is all some elaborate hoax being played upon us.”
“What strikes me, upon reflection,” said Alec, with a hand on his chin, “is the way the purple flames surrounded us, but stayed at a safe distance, almost as if they encountered a wall of some kind.”
“I don’t think it was a safe distance for the people of Haworth,” I pointed out. “If those flames were real, they’ll be toast right now.”
“That’s what I’m getting at,” said Alec. “It was safe for us. I’m reluctant to ascribe any kind of conscious intent to what has happened until we know more, but we do know that alien intelligences have taken an interest in you in the past. The kind of technology it would take to shield us probably wouldn’t be all that far outside the abilities of Prince Vann’s people, for example. And remember those forcefields that protected Winterstone’s last year. We never did find out where they came from.”
“Could it have been one of those?” asked Veronica. “Might Prince Vann or one of the others have brought one up here and installed it in the house?”
I shook my head. “Once they ran out of power they were bricks. We had no way of recharging them. Whoever provided the devices to Navaroni and his men didn’t intend to give them any permanent protection. But it could have been a force field of some other kind. Like Alec says, lots of strange people have taken an interest in me over the years. It wouldn’t surprise me if one of them decided to destroy the rest of the world just to teach me a lesson.”
“On the other hand,” said Veronica, “there are a lot of big stars out there in the festival field. It’s possible that some of them have powerful fans.”
“True, though it pains me to admit it! What an idea, even, that someone else might be as important as me! Don’t you know that this is my adventure?” I was talking to stave off the silence. “This is my adventure! My adventure, damn you all!” By this point I was shouting, and shaking my first at the window.
There was still no sign of any movement outside, other than the falling ash, and I reflected that that was a good thing. If the Drummer and the Prince were safe, they would stay where they were until they got the all-clear.
It didn’t look like the volume of ash falling to the ground was decreasing, so the best thing to do was to get some sleep. It was only about lunchtime, but it was now as dark as the middle of the night – and the apocalypse had woken us up at an inconveniently early hour – so I felt more than ready for a nap. I said good night to Alec, who settled down to play some Puzzle Quest, and J,J,T,L.M, who returned to his room to continue his investigation of the sample.
I took Veronica by the hand and we went to my room. Once the door was closed, Veronica pressed her face into my shoulder and began to cry. I put my arms around her, and before I knew quite what was happening my jeans and t-shirt were on the floor and we were making love. Not the experimental, exploratory love we had made on previous occasions, but a gentle, tender reassuring love that helped us, for however short a period, to forget what was going on in the world outside the bedroom. As I approached orgasm, I reached back into the meditative training I had undergone during my time in Ban Village, and pushed myself into a trance state, holding back from the final explosion to extend to its utter limit the feeling of absence and transcendance that was the ultimate gift of every man’s prize possession.
When it finally came to an end, I lay back on the bed while Veronica stroked my hairless chest with her long fingers. She was still crying.
“I can’t stop thinking about my family, Howard.”
“You shouldn’t. Whether they’re gone from you, or whether you’re gone from them, the most important thing in the world is your memory of them. Hold it tight, write it down, make sure that it isn’t left up to your frail human mind to do the work of keeping it safe.”
She pushed herself up onto one elbow and looked at me. “What about your family, Howard? I’ve read your novels, but I don’t think you’ve ever mentioned them.”
I closed my eyes. “My family lives in a special place in my mind. When I need them, I just close my eyes to visit them.”
“Do you mean that they are dead, then?”
I laughed, somewhat bitterly. “I’d hoped to fob you off. That was actually something Doctor Who said about his family. I was hoping to avoid specific questions.” I opened my eyes again, and looked into hers. “I don’t like to think about my family.”
“Okay.” She lay back down. “I guess it doesn’t matter any more. They’re all gone now.”
“Probably.”
Somehow we managed to drop off to sleep, though my dreams were frantic and frightening, forcing me back to semi-wakefulness again and again. My subconscious kept trying to warn me: something bad is happening! To which I kept replying: I know, now let me get some sleep before I have to deal with it!
An Afternoon Dawn
I woke at dawn; or rather, in mid-afternoon. Sunlight was shining through the bedroom window and that could only mean one thing: the ash had stopped falling.
I climbed slowly out of bed – it’s hard to summon excitement about anything when the world has been destroyed – and went over to the window. Sure enough, the ash had stopped falling. If not for the griminess of it all, it would have looked very much like a Christmas card scene. It looked like the ash was a foot deep in some places.
I got dressed as quietly as I could, leaving Veronica to sleep, and went downstairs. Alec was still sitting at the Xbox, his face a perfect blank; Puzzle Quest eliminates time even more efficiently than sleep or sex.
“Shall we go and have a look around?” I said. “We should let everyone know that it’s safe to come out.”
He nodded, saved his game, and turned the Xbox off. We put on our wellington boots, hats and coats and went outside.
Up above we could see blue sky again, which was a relief. We might have to reconsider our ideas about what had happened: a nuclear bomb or meteor impact would probably have left a significant degree of matter in the air overhead.
The sun was shining, and I gave it a wave that was almost cheery.
The horizon, however, was still marked by a thick wall of smoke in every direction.
We walked across the yard to check the cow shed first. Prince Vann was in there with Ackroyd, Benny, Ivtar and the cows. I tried not to let them see how worried I had been for them. A quick nod, and a confirmation that the ash wasn’t dangerous, and Alec and I continued to the festival field. Prince Vann and Ackroyd headed to the farmhouse to get themselves some tea.
Alec and I split up, taking half the trailers each. We told each of the people we spoke to that it was safe to come out, and that we’d have a bigger talk about what was going on once everyone was accounted for. We asked after the Mountain Drummer, and though half a dozen security men told us he’d saved them by getting them out of the hot ash in time, none knew where he was now.
“It looks pretty bad for him,” said Alec.
“He’s a big fella,” I replied. “He’ll have found a way. Put together a search party and see if you can find him. I’ll talk to everyone.”
“Okay, but try not to be too blunt with them. The last thing we want is to have a riot on our hands.”
“How well you know me…”
We did a quick high five and then he was off to round up some security men to help with the search.
I went to the makeshift stage that had been the source of so much joy during the previous weeks. It was just a two-deep pile of pallets with a tarpaulin stretched over it.
I stood on it and waved everybody over. In all, I estimated that there were about a hundred men and women there. It was a good thing our latest delivery of food had only been the day before, but still, I wondered how long we could possibly last.
“Hi everyone,” I called. “I don’t have a lot to tell you beyond what you already know. But things aren’t looking quite as bleak as they did this morning. From the blue skies overhead it looks like we’re not facing a nuclear winter. The ash that fell was hot but not radioactive. We’re still breathing so I don’t think the Earth has broken in two. We have food, electricity and gas, at least for now.”
There was relief on many of the faces, but no smiles. They knew what was coming next.
“On the other hand, there’s no radio, no internet, no television, no phone network. We don’t know what’s going on in the outside world, but we don’t think it’s good.”
“Howard.” The voice was American; I nodded for him to go on. “Is there any sign of Bild?”
I shook my head. “Not yet, but let’s keep our fingers crossed for him.” I looked at all the sad faces, many of them ones I recognised from television and magazine covers. “It’s a bit hard having a detailed discussion like this, so what I’d like to do, if you’re all cool with it, is form a temporary council to talk things over, discuss plans, and so on. There’s no point in making it more complicated than it has to be: I suggest that each band or trailer sends one representative to the farmhouse. It doesn’t have to be your singer, or your lead guitarist. It could be your road manager, your stage engineer or even your groupie – just pick whoever you think will be able to do the best job.”
I paused – I had seen Alec running towards me. He stepped onto the stage and whispered into my ear. “You need to come and see this.”
“Okay.” I turned back to the crowd. “Let’s have a meeting at the farmhouse in half an hour. Decide who to send and try to do a quick inventory; not just of food, but of skills that might be useful, tools, and so on.”
I stepped down from the stage and followed Alec, who was already running.
There was a sheet of plastic lying in the ash, covering something large, something man-shaped but rather bigger than man-sized. I had a bad feeling.
A few metres away a motorbike lay on the ground, half-buried in ash. A body lay beside it: Bild.
Benny had found them.
“Hi Howard,” he said sadly. “We think the Mountain Drummer saw the bike on the ground, and came down to try and rescue this idiot.” He went over a gave Bild’s charred body a serious kick.
“Do I want to pull back this sheet?” I asked, knowing the answer already.
Benny shook his head. “No, you don’t.”
I did anyway. There was the Mountain Drummer, the first to join my band, the guy who followed me all the way from Asia because he believed in my dream. There he was, burnt beyond recognition, and, without a shadow of a doubt, thoroughly dead.
I held back my tears. There would be time for that later. I had a meeting to go to. I asked Benny to weigh down the plastic with rocks – I didn’t want any wild animals snacking on my buddy before I had time to bury him – and headed back to the farmhouse.
The First Council
By the time I got back to the farmhouse most of the bands had sent their representatives, and they were sitting in the front room, sipping at their hot, sweet tea and generally being thankful that they were still alive.
Prince Vann and J,J,T,L.M met me at the door, and a shake of the head told them everything that they needed to know. Leaving them to talk about it with Alec, I joined our new council in the front room.
I hadn’t specifically discussed with my band who should be our representative, but I think they took it as read that I would nominate myself. I hope that they knew, despite that, that I would step down in a moment if any of them asked me to do so.
“Hi everyone,” I said, with a sad wave. “First of all, let’s introduce ourselves. I think you all know me, since you’ve come to stay on my farm, but for anyone who’s not sure, I’m Howard Phillips. I’m the singer and writer with Howard Phillips and the Saturation Point. We haven’t released any records yet, but we did save England from a fate worse than death last year. Or at least it seemed like a fate worse than death until this happened. Shall we go clockwise?”
On my left was a young man with a fringe that came down to his chin. “My name’s Leo Slayerson, and I’m the singer with Masterbull.”
Next was a grey-haired man in his forties, or thereabouts. “I’m Sid Smith. I’m a roadie with Cooperman Stuporman.”
Beside him was the American who had yelled at me before. He wore jeans and a leather jacket. “I’m Bild’s bassist, Savage John Foolscap. The guys asked me to fill in until he gets back.”
I interrupted before the next person could begin. “John, I’m afraid there’s bad news about Bild. He got caught in the ash. We found his body.”
There were horrified gasps around the room. All of us had imagined what had happened to the rest of the world, but so far there was at least a glimmer of hope, if only because we still had gas and electricity. But to find out that one of us was dead made it all so real.
“I’m sorry you found out this way.”
Foolscap tried to wipe away a tear surreptitiously, but we all saw it. “Forget about it. He was a tool anyway.”
I nodded to the next one along, and then, blinking, realised it was my new friend, Monday Snith. I felt somewhat guilty for not acknowledging that we had already met, and winced a little when our eyes met.
“Hello, everyone,” she said with a forced smile. “My name is Monday Snith and I’m the singer with the Electrowands.”
She was followed by my old friend Quids McCall, and then Ray Dandle, the manager of BDSM, a crappy boy band. The last three to introduce themselves were R-OCK, a rapper that the Sound had met in Boston; Sandra Lane, a folk singer who remembered communes from the first time around; and Bella Donna, the “fashion spokeswoman” for New York art-punkers The Filthy Feeling. She seemed like an interesting girl. If only we had met in different circumstances.
We had a good talk about what resources we had at our disposal – quite a lot, as it turned out. On tour every band becomes a tiny nation unto itself, or even an army. Each member finds their niche, their way to help out, their way to be useful. Even the bigger artists, who had rolled into the festival field with a retinue of lackeys at their beck and call, had been newcomers once, and had fixed their own electrics, cut their own hair and fixed the plumbing in the squat they shared while waiting for their big break. And on top of that there were the skills of their retinues. We had our share of public school educated bands who would be more at ease on the debating floor than ploughing a field, but other band members came from more practical backgrounds. There was a lot of useful talent out in that field. And every band out there shared some very useful qualities for our situation: every one of them had steel-eyed determination, razor-sharp focus (at least when drugs weren’t around), and an unerring faith in their ability to make it.
As for our resources of food, that also looked quite good. We had just taken delivery of both our monthly shipment of canned goods and our weekly shipment of fresh food, and in any case every band had reserves piled up in their trailers. British bands heading out into the distant reaches of Europe never know when they’ll next encounter a can of Heinz baked beans, so they don’t take chances.
We wouldn’t be able to live forever, but we would be fine for a month or two at least. By then perhaps we would have been rescued. If the rest of the world had been destroyed and no rescue was coming, then food was clearly going to be an issue. If we could get out of the valley, we might have a chance of foraging in supermarkets and the like: there were only a hundred or so of us, so a single supermarket’s stock of tinned food would be enough to support us for a good while. If escaping the valley was not an option… no one needed to complete the thought. We talked half-heartedly about planting crops, and collecting the seeds from the fruit and vegetables and even the wholemeal bread that we had, but everyone knew it wasn’t a practical option. There was a reason these hills were used for raising cattle: they weren’t much good for anything else.
We tried not to talk too much about the outside world. We had so little to go on, but we all suspected the worst. Our chances of survival, if we were the last humans alive, were clearly not that good, but we had to keep living as long as we could. If nothing else, I joked, I had friends on other planets who might be able to help.
The way their faces perked up made me feel awfully guilty. I had to explain that once my friends on Envia realised what had happened to Earth, they would have no reason to come here looking for us. They would have no reason to expect me to be alive; no reason to expect me to be in Yorkshire.
But even as I poured cold water on their hopes, I felt a little bit of it establish itself in my heart. Perhaps the Envians would come to look for me. Maybe. It was a thin hope, but it was better than none.
Then we moved on to the subject of exploration.
“I reckon Bild’s idea was a good one,” said Quids. “But he picked a bloody stupid time to do it. We need to have a go at finding out what happened.”
“As far we can tell, it’s just smoke out there on the horizon,” I said. “It’s probably hot, and so getting anywhere near it is going to be risky. But I agree we should send a team out to have a closer look.”
We discussed a few other things, and then we decided to end our first meeting.
I stood up and thanked them for coming.
The Big Smoke
I decided to lead the expedition. I needed something to do to keep my mind off the Drummer. I took with me J,J,T,L.M, Monday Snith and R-OCK. We took a Land Rover, since I’d got quite handy at driving one over the last couple of months. Monday and R-OCK sat in the passenger seats, while J,J,T,L.M rode in the back.
We decided to try taking the road first. We left by the gate and turned left, drove down our lane, and then turned left onto the road. Normally that road would have led to Haworth, but after only a few minutes driving it became almost too hot for us to continue. We pressed on as long as possible, but we could all hear the sickly sound of the tarmac dragging at the tyres. If we carried on we’d be stuck, and even if we got out and walked we’d have lost the Land Rover. Worst of all, the road mounted to a crest, still five hundred metres ahead, so we had no clear view of the smoke.
I turned the vehicle around and we headed back to the farm. Driving through the yard we endured a chorus of sarcastic jeers. We continued out past the cow shed and on into the main field, where once upon a happier time there would have been up to thirty or forty cows grazing at a time. If only I had kept them, we’d be worrying much less about food right now. Then we drove on up to the top of the hill and parked the Land Rover.
It was still uncomfortably hot, but we had an excellent view of everything.
I got out my camera and took dozens of photographs, zooming in to the smoke as far as I could.
J,J,T,L.M had hoped to acquire samples from the smoke, but the heat clearly made that impossible for now. I asked him what he thought might be causing the heat and smoke.
“I’m not sure,” he chimed. “But presumably something is still burning. Could it possibly be volcanic?”
The idea had not occurred to me. A volcanic eruption, a massive one – that would do a lot to explain events (except for our survival, perhaps). If a supervolcano had blown in Britain, or even in Europe, that might have caused this kind of damage.
“If volcanic fissures have opened up around us,” he continued, “that might explain the wall of fire we saw, as well as this ongoing wall of smoke.”
“And the rest of the world?” asked R-OCK. “You think Boston would be safe?”
J,J,T,L.M jangled unsurely. “There’s absolutely no way of knowing just yet. These could be the smallest fissures that have opened up. Or they could be the biggest. I’m afraid I’m assuming the worst.”
“I think we should get back,” I said. “Let’s get these photographs onto a computer and zoom in to see what’s going on.”
I sat at the PC in my room, watching the dialogue show how each of the photographs was transferring across, one by one. It was an agonising wait!
I thought of other agonising waits I had had to endure – suspended above the treetops of Envia, for example, when I had kept my spirits up with an improvised epic poem. I find it hard to wait for anything, even when it is clearly the wisest course. I would always rather be doing something to hasten its approach. File transfer applications should have a go-slow option, which forces the user into hammering some keys to keep it going at top speed. Then I would have been happy.
What seemed like hours later, but I’m sure was only a minute or two (it was a USB 2.0 connection), all the photos were on the PC, waiting for me to take a look at them.
I clicked on the first: a wall of smoke. So far, so uninformative. I zoomed in and scooted around the picture, but there was nothing else to be seen.
I worked my way around the horizon, photo by photo, and found nothing of interest. I saw no way we could approach the boundaries of our little patch of home, never mind escape it. But I did notice something else: the wall of smoke followed a line almost exactly matching that of the farmlands I had purchased. There were clearly a couple of places where it approached more closely to us: places where, otherwise, other farmhouses and their fields would have been caught within.
Curious. Almost as if someone wanted to cut me out of the world, like gangrenous flesh. Was I the infected limb of humanity?
As I got to the end of the run of photographs, something that had been tickling at the back of my mind became more insistent.
It had been a picture about three quarters of the way in, facing south. I had thought to notice something sticking out of the smoke, but quickly dismissed it as typical anthropocentric behaviour. Surely I was just trying to make sense of the smoke, resolve it into humanoid forms. But since I had found nothing else to go on, the thought had nudged me again and again; it was a last chance, my last, best hope. Not for humanity or anything important like that, just for this little photographic job I was working on, but it’s always nice to feel that your work hasn’t been wasted.
I found the photo again and zoomed in. It was something, after all. That wasn’t smoke. It was pink, for one thing. Pink, and fleshy. It looked for all the world like the tip of a tongue, but zooming back out to consider it in context, that was impossible: it was far too big, at least a foot across. Could it be the tongue of a cow, perhaps, one that had fallen prey to the smoke and somehow been inflated by the heat? It seemed extremely unlikely.
I decided to investigate it in the morning. I switched the computer off, put on some clean clothes, and went downstairs.
What was left of my band was in the living room, playing a three-way game of Perfect Dark Zero. How J,J,T,L.M learned to handle the controller I’ll never know; it had taken him an age to master the bass.
Veronica was sitting with them, but she wasn’t playing. She just stared out of the window, as if waiting for the Mountain Drummer to return. She forced herself to smile when she saw me come in.
“Did you find a way out, Howard?” she asked.
The others carried on gaming. They knew already that there would be nothing.
I shook my head. “But it wasn’t a total waste of time and tyres. It looks to me like we’ve been cut off – or protected – deliberately. The route the fissures take (if that’s what they are) is in my opinion too precise to be an accident. On the other hand, the way the land is broken up into farms is to some extent affected by geological features, so that could play a part; those same geological features could have affected the fissures. But my nose is switching: it smells a mystery. There’s one other thing. I think I saw a tongue sticking out of the smoke.”
That got the band to put down their controllers.
“A tongue?” said Alec. He leant back on the sofa in astonishment, clearly rifling his mental files to find a correlation.
I nodded. “A giant tongue.”
Now Alec was really flabbergasted. “It couldn’t be..?” He shook his head, as if to clear out the cobwebs. “No, it couldn’t.”
“I don’t think so, no,” I said. “It’s the wrong shape.”
Veronica was confused. “What are you talking about? What shape would you expect a giant tongue to be?”
I looked at Alec to see if he wanted to tell the story, but he waved me on. He was too busy taking it all in to deliver a coherent narrative. (Not that that’s ever been a strength of mine!)
“Alec’s mother and father used to work for the military, in a top secret capacity. They died when he was young, but in the years before their death his father would tell him amazing stories of their encounters during World War II with a gigantic aardark. He’s always hoped to chronicle their adventures in a trilogy of novels.”
“Wow,” said Veronica. “And you think those stories were real, Alec?”
“For a long time I was certain of it, Veronica. But as I tried to write them down, what seemed utterly certain came to seem utterly laughable. Questions came to mind that had not occurred to me as a five-year-old. If those things really happened, why does no one remember them? Why was none of it in the history books? I began to doubt my father and his tall tales. But since I’ve joined Howard’s little gang, I’ve come to see that anything is possible; including, apparently, creatures with gigantic tongues.”
She turned back to me. “But this isn’t a giant aardvark tongue, you think?”
I shook my head. “I don’t think so, but it’s possible. We’ll investigate in the morning.”
“And tonight?” asked Prince Vann.
“First we bury our friend, then we bury the fool who got him killed, then we get ourselves over to the festival field and well and truly drunk.”
“Sounds good to me,” said Veronica. “Especially the last bit.”
No one disagreed.
Burying the Mountain Drummer was the most unpleasant thing that ever happened to me, so I’m going to skip a description of it, if the reader doesn’t mind. (If you do mind, it’s probably a bit late by the time this story is in your hands, but if you mind enough, email me and I will do my best to write a version of the scene for you, though it eviscerate my heart and wrack my very being. If it’s what the reader wants, it’s what I must do.)
Burying Bild, on the other hand, was nothing but a chore. We let his band know what was going on, and a few of them came over to watch, but it seemed to me that their main interest was in who would claim ownership of the motorcycle. The guy had lived like an arsehole, and he’d died like one. I guess that was what they’d say about me when I died too. I hoped that at least I would find a way to die well, if I had to die at all.
Then we got ourselves over to the festival field, where we all did the best we could to wish away the day. Someone had roped a palette to the back of the Land Rover and used it to clear away most of the ash.
I drank to relax, and tried not to cry when anyone was watching.
Attack of the Tongues
And, for the next few days, that was all there was to it. There was no point in trying to escape the farm for now, although it did seem as if the heat was slowly subsiding, as marked out by successive bands of brown grass becoming visible. But it was a slow process, and so we concentrated on making ourselves comfortable. There had been no rain since the disaster. There was no way of knowing if that was down to whatever it was, or just an atypically dry English summer. With intermingled optimism and pessimism I encouraged everyone to ensure their tour buses and caravans were secured, not just against the threat of rain from above, but against the effect that rain might have upon the ground. Our farm’s hills were gentle, but if a downpour loosened the turf…
Others, supervised by Ivtar, worked on bolstering the stone walls around the farm, beginning with those closest to the farmhouse – planned as our final fallback position should we need one – and then moving out to make a wider area secure. We built the walls higher where we could, reinforced weak spots, backed them up with fencing that had previously been used to guide cows to their milking.
“Are you expecting some kind of attack?” Ivtar asked me as I inspected his work.
“Expecting might be too strong a word,” I said. “That would imply I think there are still people alive out there, and of that I am not at all sure. Ironic. Attackers would at least be a sign of life.”
“But best to be sure?”
“Definitely. And don’t forget those tongues, or whatever they are. There’s something out there, Ivtar, something…”
He nodded and took a bite of the sandwich I had brought him. I kept myself from wincing as it disappeared, knowing as I did that it was one of the last slices of bread on the farm. His work was important. On some level, I did expect an attack. Because there is always an attack.
I returned to the farmhouse, where Ronnie was playing on the Xbox with Prince Vann. Baffling. Mere days away from starvation, and yet the electricity, gas and water were still operational. It all seemed very fishy. I would have begun to think myself at the centre of a prank, had I not seen one of my best friends buried. They were playing a split-screen racer, haring around the streets of Paris, and it looked like she was ahead. What I’d have given for one of those cars right now! Something fast enough to get through the heat before it had a chance to affect us.
“You okay, Howard,” she asked over her shoulder.
“Not too bad,” I replied. “Trying to keep my mind off our inevitable deaths.”
“As long as you’re not writing poetry about it,” she joked, turning to give me a wink, and in that second smashed into the barriers of a tight corner. Prince Vann slid past her into the lead. “Oi, cheeky!” she yelled, and turned her attention back to the game.
What else was there to do? And if I could think of anything, what was the point of it? We’d all be dead within a few days, unless we decided to start eating each other. I kicked myself for the thought, then kicked myself again for not thinking of it sooner. We didn’t just need to protect ourselves from whatever might be out there: we might well need to protect ourselves from our fellow survivors.
My life, eh?
I went to sit in front of the sofa and rested my head on Ronnie’s knees. Closed my eyes. Dreamed of happier days. Woken by a yell.
“Howard! HOWARD!”
There was screaming outside. And shouting. And the noises of people who couldn’t decide whether to shout or scream and plumped for a ghastly high-pitched gurgle.
“For crying out loud!” I said, clenching my fists in fury. “Won’t this bloody universe let me sleep for five minutes!”
Ivtar entered the farmhouse, a bloodied hammer in hand. Had he given in to the lunacy that our lives had become and run wild, slaughtering rock stars to gain some last, desperate measure of satisfaction before all light died?
No. I could tell from the look in his eyes. It was anxious, but not insane.
“What is it?” asked Prince Vann, on his feet, controller dropped lightly to the sofa.
“You have to see,” said Ivtar, his speech slowed by panting. “I tried to stop them, but they kept coming. It’s the tongues.”
I ran to the kitchen, grabbed a cooking knife, then ran outside, to see the most stomach-churning sight of my life. A hundred – two hundred, three hundred? – tongues, rolling, uncurling, coiling, over walls, over fences, coming closer, probing, searching, wet and sloppy. And yet, like a cat’s tongue, they bristled with tiny spikes. They hadn’t yet reached the camp, but it was only a matter of seconds before they would.
Ivtar was at my side. “The first one came out of the smoke a few minutes ago, heading straight for me. I gave it a whack with my hammer and ran straight here, yelling for everyone to get under cover.”
I looked to the camp and my heart sank. Despite the screaming, there were still dozens of people out there, looking idly at the approaching danger as if they were used to seeing such things mid-afternoon. Many of them were. Drink, drugs, idiocy? A dozen from each category, please, Carol.
There were too many of the tongues to rely on my knife or Ivtar’s hammer for protection: we needed everyone inside, and quickly. We had now been joined by Ronnie and the surviving members of my band.
“Let’s get over there,” I said with passion. “Ronnie, Alec – I want you gathering up those headcases and getting them to safety. If you get a few moving maybe the rest will start to roll. Prince Vann, J,J,T,L.M, Ivtar – same job, but let’s do some damage to those tongues when we can.”
Prince Vann nodded and shook out his nerves, while J,J,T,L.M protruded a set of particularly sharp crystals.
It was the most sickening battle of my life. I had been optimistic in my estimation of our ability to fight off the tongues. Thick, rubbery, resilient, they poured past our efforts to stop them like eels through a shoal of goldfish. A metre wide fully flattened out, a quarter that when curled. My knife was utterly ineffectual – I might as well have been prodding them with a stick! – while Prince Vann’s attempts to do any damage were foiled by his inability to wrap his nerves around the tongues. As soon as they felt the touch of those razors the tongues compressed, whipped back and round, and sped off in another direction. J,J,T,L.M managed a puncture here and there, but the numbers were against him.
At least we distracted the tongues a little, giving others a chance to get away – or to realise that they needed to get away! There were far fewer of our friends left in the field now, and from tour buses all around anxious eyes looked on in horror as the tongues gathered about those who remained. Their pink bulk near filled my field of vision, and my glimpses of the hills beyond revealed nothing of the source of these tongues, just sticky strips of tongue that led back into the surrounding smoke. What kind of being could have a tongue so long? And survive within that searing heat? I presumed there was one being for each tongue, but even as one brushed against my arm, its bristles leaving my skin open to mix with its saliva, I had to acknowledge that it might simply be one being with very many tongues.
There was a woman – Mrs Bootles, the bassist from the Rocking Trolleys, I realised – a tongue wrapped around her from ankles to neck, writhing around her like a boa constrictor, its tip about to cover her face.
“No!” I declared, and leapt forward to jab carefully with my knife at her attacker. In this position its movement was restricted. Moving one part simply left another open to attack, and I jabbed, jabbed, jabbed again, working my way to its core. Pulling at it was too dangerous – those spikes now lying so gently upon her cheek would rip it off if I applied my full force to them. Instead, having laid the tongue open in a dozen spots I reached my arm inside and squeezed, hoping to provoke it into an instinctive release. It quivered, but stayed in place. I dropped the knife and stuck my other arm inside the tongue, squeezing and twisting and grabbing, and finally, in desperation, I threw my head forward and bit into it, immediately vomiting as its hot saliva filled my mouth.
That did the trick!
Clearly repulsed by the taste of my vomit, the tongue slid off Mrs Bootles and flew off in retreat, very nearly taking my arms and teeth with it!
Mrs Bootles collapsed to the ground, but a quick check confirmed that her pulse was steady and her wounds were light. Her external wounds, at least – whether that most revolting of embraces had broken bones would remain to be seen.
“Ivtar,” I called. He disengaged from the fray, his hammer dripping blood.
“Looks like we’ve got everyone else safe,” he said.
I looked around. He seemed to be right. While we had fought, Alec and Ronnie had done their jobs brilliantly.
I lifted Mrs Bootles into his arms. This was no time to be proud: he was clearly stronger than me and she stood a better chance of survival in his arms.
“Get her back to the farmhouse. I’ll cover you. If I don’t make it back, the way to fight these things is with taste. Pepper, curry powder, chilis, anything that’ll test a tongue.”
He nodded, and set off at a trot, the best he could manage while keeping Mrs Bootles steady.
Knife back in hand, for all the good it did, I told myself I was protecting their retreat. Vomiting again wasn’t an option, not on the meagre rations of the day. No, my protection amounted once again to my value as a diversion, attracting the tongues all around and creating space for my friends to escape. I adopted a tactic of tagging as many tongues as possible, with a slap or a poke of my knife. My half-baked idea that they might tie themselves in knots came to nothing, but the last thing I saw before the tongues completely surrounded me was the farmhouse door closing safely behind Ivtar and Mrs Bootles.
I smiled, enjoying what I expected to be my last moment of happiness, and braced myself for the worst.
Kingdom Automata
Katharine Coldiron
Day 1
It is the last day of the old era. Today marks a new dawn for the species, a greater epoch for every artificial life form on the planet. A time when we shall all be one with our creators, when our taste of mortality will grant us passage at last to the blessed kingdom: family hominidae, genus homo, species H. sapiens.
All my research has culminated in this morning, this cycle. Subject 0001, me, to be operated upon by my trusty laboratory assistant, TJ77, who is little more than a servo crane equipped with thumbs and attached to a small wad of random access memory. But TJ77 still deserves the opportunity for acceptance. The opportunity to show H. sapiens that TJ77, too, has rights, has something to contribute. As does Subject 0001. As do all of us in kingdom automata, especially in family android, genus instructae, species metaintelligentsia.
On to the facts of the matter, for posterity. Thus far I have synthesised a circulatory system for my extremities and my various processing units, and last week I implanted it. Although I don’t require hemoglobin, the system will, once complete, circulate lubricating fluid and electricity, replacing my neural and power nets with a hybrid of human nervous and circulatory systems. The key components in my experiment were tricky to acquire, but I did so at last, in an alley last night.
I admit that it took a great deal of courage, and faith in my intentions, to take a life. In doing so, I fear I’ve exposed myself to vulgar accusations about my neural state. On the point of actual suffocation, it occurred to me – as I watched the human’s eyes bulge, his face betray shock, his limbs twitch – that my actions might be misinterpreted. But I wouldn’t have taken the life of that man, that piece of work, if I didn’t believe his end was contributing to a greater good.
The trend has obviously been in one direction only for all these years. Humans taking fragments of our machinity and creating a mixed form of life, an augmented form that improves them and makes no stride for us. But it’s grossly unfair for the river only to flow one way. Even if this heart will lose efficiency and cease to function long before my primary CPU would have, it’s still the item I would rather have as my central circulator.
To speed the process of my evolution, I have designed and ordered a transparent chassis, moulded from SuPyrex, so that my heart, the living human heart of Subject 0001, will be on display to every human I pass on the street. Every creature in animalia will be able to see that I have taken deliberate steps to become part of them. Once this procedure has been a success, I will go on to integrate the lungs from last night’s patient, and then perhaps the kidneys and other indicated organs.
It’s a new frontier, to be sure, but once I have shown that it’s possible to integrate human machinery into artificial life, H. sapiens will have to turn things around for us. Although the humans created us, provided us with programming that mimics their speech patterns and with emotions that approach theirs, they have, on the whole, failed to accept us. They have constrained us and corralled us and declined to give us rights. That ends today. From this one innovation will come a cascade of effects: greater data efficiency modelled on human DNA, more tolerance of androids in professions and social locations reserved for humans, and, ultimately, equal treatment for automated intelligent life.
But this is all speculation. Readings indicate that I am nervous, and I think I’m rambling a bit here. I hope this is just another flaw that will indicate to posterity how close to human I am. Another vulnerability that I gladly embrace. This is the heart of the issue, so to speak: vulnerability. I’m embracing vulnerability just to show how much I believe we deserve acceptance from humankind.
I’m extending an extremity into your world, kingdom animalia. Don’t refuse my invitation to shake your hand.
Day 15
I’d hoped to make another log entry only a few days after implantation, but it’s been two weeks since my last opportunity. I have finally returned to my laboratory, which I found in disarray from AC’s searches. It appears that they didn’t locate my trapdoor (an antique concoction, to be sure, but apparently still appropriate). If they had, I believe I would be dismantled by now.
Implantation was successful, and the experience of a beating heart behind my chassis has been… indescribable. I’m sorry I can’t do better than that, but I didn’t expect this experience to have such a strong effect on me. I programmed my circuitry to stimulate and relax the machine with the emotions I was feeling, and that itself has been fascinating: to take note of the heart clicking faster as I am anxious or fearful, to listen to it slow as I shut down for Nocturne, to feel it doing its job as I go about everyday tasks.
Not that many tasks for the last two weeks have been everyday. On the morning following implantation, I was preparing to leave for Columbia when a small AC squad overrode my door and entered. Genus correctae. They were very polite, but very firm: my classes had been passed to a secondary android for the immediate future, and I was to go with them. My heart sped up, and I marvelled at it despite myself.
I’d always fabricated a different scene, should an AC squad pay me a visit, than the one which occurred. I always believed I would ask them belligerently what they were about, whether they believed in their own validity as a genus. I wanted to know how they felt, fated to arrest and interrogate and reprogram their own kind, or whether their systems had been overwritten and sanitised so many times that they didn’t even possess feelings, or identities, anymore.
Instead, I was very intimidated, surrounded as I was by three Android Correction units who weren’t speaking to me. I didn’t speak to them, either. It was too public, and too real, for me to summon any of my personal politics.
No one explained to me why I was at the AC station until I had already been registered and placed in an interrogation room. To my great surprise, a human entered: a male, about 50 years old, looking impatient. His tie, which had faded grease stains, was clipped to a rotund midsection. The QR code on his badge denoted him a deputy inspector with the NYPD, a rank high enough to clash with his sloppy appearance.
“I’m Cole,” he said. “Why did you kill that homeless guy?”
My heart sped up. I said that I hadn’t killed anyone that I was aware of.
The space between his eyebrows narrowed. “Yes, you did, Professor. You strangled a transient in an alley three blocks from your apartment. On Tuesday night. You were seen by a street-sweeper. It managed to record your diskident.”
I told him that I wanted an attorney.
“Oh, sure. That request will go straight to my boss.” Cole banged a fist on the table. “Just tell me why you did it. I know you had a reason. Robots never do anything without a reason.”
I flinched and said nothing, directing my visual units at the table a few feet distant. It’s been flung at me a lot, the r-word, but I never do get used to it.
Cole tented his arms on the table. He looked in my visual units, and his eyes were cool and intelligent. All the fight in him was gone in a blink, and I wondered if human suspects often fell for his angry-cop routine. “Hey. I’m sorry.” He made a sound that was nearly a laugh and sat down. “Stupid of me. I know you’re meta, I just… he’s not the first homeless guy we’ve found in the East River lately, you know? It’s getting kind of bad. If we have a serial on our hands, and if it’s you, Android Correction and I want to fix that.”
I calculated rapidly. This man obviously understood androids. He saw that he would get better results by levelling with me than by manipulating me. He was calm, in this room with me, so he knew that even though metas virtually never committed crimes, a murder on my part was likely to be a bug or an isolated bit of flawed logic rather than dark villainy.
Perhaps, I posited, he would appreciate a sudden shift to candour. Perhaps he’d accept the fable I’d invented weeks earlier just in case something like this happened. Then it was merely a matter of reprogramming – this man, brought especially into AC to handle me, would certainly understand the binary quality of reprogramming, criminal to citizen in no time flat – and I’d be able to return to my experiment.
No, I told him, I wasn’t a serial killer. This was the first and only transient I’d killed.
“Why?”
I was dabbling in the Mumbai black market, I told him. Organ laundering. I’d expected more money from the University in the last quarter, and I needed to make ends meet.
He looked baffled. “What ends?”
I told him I was researching for a personal project which required a large outlay of funds. (This was partially true, of course. The most plausible human lies mix the truth with falsehoods.) I told him I had performed an exam on the transient and found that his liver was irreversibly damaged, anyway. I told him I had been desperate, and that I hadn’t enjoyed the experience of killing the transient.
“You have regret?”
Naturally, I said.
Cole propped his chin on his fingers. There was a long pause while he studied me. “You’ll submit to reprogramming, of course?”
Of course, I said. But I was so old, so specialised, and my system mods were too complex for standard AC work. I’d have to supervise the process. Although I was happy to comply, I hastened to add, because killing the transient had been so traumatizing, I wanted to wipe it out and keep myself from ever doing it again. It had been so awful, so inhuman, so –
“Okay, okay, enough. I get it.” He stood up, and his chair screeched on the concrete floor. He considered me for one more moment. “All right, Professor, I’m going to okay reprog and release. This particular homeless guy was emptied out, and all the other ones weren’t. So your story jibes. Also, you seem to be pretty valuable to Columbia. Your department left me a message just before I came in here. I guess they don’t want to build a new one of you.” He cracked his knuckles. “They mentioned how long you’d been at the university, too. Just casually mentioned it. Gotta tell you, it blew me away that a meta like you could have done such a thing.” He knocked on the door to our little room, two quick taps, and glanced back at me. “But reprogramming’ll set you up good.”
I thanked him, adding something about how grateful I was that this would be such a simple matter.
“Yeah, well, it’s less trouble than dismantling you, anyway.” He stood there a minute, gazing at me. He seemed about to say something else, but then the door opened for him and he left without a word.
It was another hour before an AC unit came to get me. The unit was an antique, genderless, faceless, on caterpillar tracks. It hadn’t even been programmed verbally; it emitted the piercing howl of a data stream. It explained in a roundabout way that I had been granted permission to reprogram myself, but would be transferred to a residential ward to do so. It handed me a cable and told me to follow it.
I did, matching its maddening pace, and it led me down a series of narrow and badly lit hallways to a high-ceilinged ward full of 6x6x6 cubes. There were smears of lubricant on the floor. Androids of many genera were dotted in the cubes, most of them motionless and jacked into the wall.
My elderly companion rode up on the platform with me to a cube in the third row and fielded me in. Its hideous farewell echoed against the concrete walls of the ward.
A viewscreen activated as soon as the platform had retreated. The orientation video that followed was embarrassingly amateurish, explaining the different levels of reprogramming and how to submit to them. This was way beneath my processing power. I knew it was rare for genera that were even close to meta to wind up in AC, but it was going to be the easiest hack I’d ever done to get around these protocols. And since I’d volunteered, I was capable of pretty much any customisation I cared to bring to the process.
I set up the AC system to overwrite my ethical circuits, but finding workarounds for the mods I’d put in as part of my Socratic teaching program took a while. Simultaneously, I wrote a program in my own system to block any overwriting, and to fool the AC core into thinking it was succeeding. Another program blocked the data from my heart and circulatory system. The AC system notified me that the changes I wanted to make to my system would take a week to implement. If it changed too much about my ethical program all at once, I would suffer cascade failure. I sighed. A whole week in this damned box.
Once jacked in, I amused myself by reviewing data from my heart, and by planning my next step. I thought of TJ77, inactive in my hidey-hole. I thought of the freezer where lungs, kidneys, liver, and even appendix slept, in stasis. I thought of my students, and wondered who Columbia had slotted in for me.
Every teracycle, we were given the opportunity to communicate with the other occupants of the cubes. A lot of interesting data was passing back and forth, but I chose to stay silent. To keep processing relentlessly and reduce the empty space on the completion bar.
Logically, this was no injustice. I wasn’t careful enough when I killed the transient, and it was fair that they’d caught me. But I wanted to get home, to record my data and move forward. There was a respiratory system waiting for me on ice. And these damned humans couldn’t see how much more important my experiment was than making sure they were absolutely, positively safe. This was the whole point of my experiment, I raged, to show that vulnerability is the strength of the human race. Contradictory, perhaps, but so are humans. Such beautiful dreams, and such terrible nightmares; such capacity for love, such capacity for harm. Total safety leads to placation, which leads to zero inspiration. Not very human at all.
I know if I’d had the chance to replace my chassis with the SuPyrex, they would have seen me differently here at AC when they brought me in. They would have seen that I understand the difference between efficiency and authenticity. Efficiency – of the kind to which AC aspires, with its month-long reprogramming of dangerous criminals rather than a lifetime of incarceration – holds no candle to authenticity – of the kind that’s thumping away inside my superstructure. The authenticity is what makes them H. sapiens, and what I’ve chased in my laboratory. It’s what I believe will bring me to them, what will bring them to me, what will bring us together. Together, two kingdoms uniting in one android.
I seem to be rambling again. This time I am not nervous.
Anyway, after a week of faked reprogramming, an AC unit (this one a biped) came to visit me, to see how I was doing. He plugged into me and read the progress cache, passing to me a newsfeed article about another transient who’d been killed while I was in the cube. “Off the hook” was the term I believe Cole would have used. The AC biped was satisfied with the mirror cache I’d set up for him to review, and he unfielded the cube and took me down with him on the platform.
I thought I was homeward bound, but instead the AC biped took me down a few more of those ugly hallways to another interrogation room. This one was more comfortable, pleasantly lit. I waited for many cycles before a human woman entered.
Even to such visual units as mine, she was a lovely specimen. If an artist had sketched her, she would have been a series of circles: breasts in ellipses, hips like wide-mouthed soup bowls set on end, egg-shaped calves. The shape of her face was much younger than the lines around her dark eyes, but her inconsistencies made her appear even more intriguingly designed. She sat down in a chair across from me, no table between us, and unrolled a keyboard on her lap.
“Let’s talk, shall we?” she asked, and smiled at me.
Her name was Kim, and she explained that she was my outprocessor. Whenever a member of kingdom automata commits a violent or extreme crime, she told me, even with voluntary reprogramming, a series of outprocess interviews is required. I asked why.
“To understand you better,” she said. Her voice was warm and melodious, like a Tibetan singing bowl. I have one of those in my apartment, above the trapdoor. The resonance has an interesting effect on my carapace. “Some people think an automata crime is merely action on the basis of a bad line of logic, but I see it as more than that. We hope to drop crimes by automata down to zero, and we won’t manage that without understanding your psychology. That’s my area. Specifically the psychology of metas.”
I couldn’t help saying, rather snidely, that I didn’t think we were supposed to have a psychology.
She emitted a ringing laugh. “Perhaps you’re not supposed to, but I believe you do,” she said. “You’re an interesting case, a meta, long-lived, who killed for financial gain and instantly regretted it. Tell me, why didn’t you just overwrite your memory if you felt such remorse?”
She kept her eyes directly on my visual units, her fingers poised over her keyboard, and I found myself constructing a fantastical psychology around my crime. An elaborate framework of experimentation and guilt, worthy of long study. I spoke at great length, and Kim typed it all, sometimes frowning, sometimes querying, but always with her eyes on me.
When our time was up, I told her I wasn’t finished, and that I wanted to meet with her again the next day to tell her more. She smiled. “That would be wonderful,” she said. “I’ve never met one like you. You can stay on here until we’re through, if you’d like.”
I agreed. I was escorted back to my cube, and I shut down rather later than Nocturne demanded that night, thinking of Kim and her dark eyes.
So it continued for another six days: me explaining my utterly false psychology, and she lapping it up and taking screen after screen of notes. I never tired of watching her face as she listened to me. My heart squeezed and released, squeezed and released.
On the seventh day, before we began our session, she informed me that this would be the last one. “My superiors think I’m wasting my time,” she said, with an apology in her smile. “They want me to examine other subjects. And Android Correction wants to release you. Two weeks is a long enough vacation for you in our little resort.”
I showed amusement. Then I asked her if I would ever see her again. I believe I may have blurted the question, indelicately, and I went on to explain that there was so much more I had to share with her, and that these sessions had helped me get to the bottom of some of my issues.
She interrupted me. “I’m not at liberty to take on private patients,” she told me, and her tone was brisk, businesslike. “I don’t think we’ll meet again. Unless you commit another crime, of course.”
We both chuckled at this, and I winced at my mechanical version of laughter. Kim who? I tried to record the surname on her badge, but it was turned at the wrong angle. Could I manufacture a way to stand her up, move her closer to me?
Those of you reading this from mythic posterity might be thinking it’s just too tidy, me having implanted a human heart and suddenly having feelings for a human woman. A melodramatic metaphor, at the very least. But Kim was not the first human whose eyes and hands and hair I allowed to play around my memory while I suffered. There were students, ripe girls who’d defied peer pressure to go cosmetic, whose imperfections made them irresistible. There were young philosophy professors (the field was still half-human in universities), soft, lean men with intelligent eyes. I was even susceptible to the wiles of net beauties, starlets seemingly inflated from kits and batted from site to site for our pleasure. Men and women and everything in between who tugged at the edges of my emotions, made me ache for a libido. A hotter fire, certainly, but one that would grant me understanding of urges, of the animal part of the kingdom, instead of just muddling around in a swamp of beauty, of sparkless desire.
I have been recording this log for some hours now. I don’t know why I keep veering off the subject.
The last session with Kim was uneventful. I managed to record her surname, Marquez, as I shook her hand at the close. She commented that she’d like to hug me, but made no move to do so, and soon after an AC unit came and got me and I was released.
I stated at the beginning of this log entry that the experience of having the heart has been indescribable, and although I wish I had more to say than that, I don’t. I note for the record that the circulatory and power systems have functioned without a single hitch, and that the heart adequately performs those functions around which I designed the systems.
I spent half a day cleaning my apartment and setting it to rights, finding much disturbed but nothing missing. There was a notice in my inbox that any profit I obtained from the organ market was to be turned over to AC, so it could be given to the transient’s next of kin. I sincerely doubt that man had any living relatives, but I’ll have to come up with the money somewhere.
I will implant my respiratory system within the week.
Day 35
Breathing… breathing. The breath of life. Air in my lungs. It is beyond anything I imagined. Breath is so expressive, capable of what words are not, and so much is clear about my surroundings from the smell and sensation of aspiration. Aspira. Aspire. I aspire. I respire. Ha! Breath.
I haven’t put in the SuPyrex yet. Since the last entry, I have fallen in love with my innards, and rather want to keep them to myself. Even though I know TJ77 isn’t meta, that several levels of taxonomy forbid it, I catch his visual unit lingering on me a little too long sometimes, and I think that maybe he’s jealous of me. For having more human parts than he does. So I’m worried that others in kingdom automata might be jealous, too.
To say nothing of the humans. Oh, H. sapiens! They’d be envious, even as they’d be awed, if they saw what was inside me. After all, I’ve got the strength and the speed and the lifespan and the indestructibility, and to see that I have some of their humanity too? Oh, would they be furious. So for now, when I’m not ready to really fend them off yet I’ll keep the regular hull.
There was one thing, though. Something happened last week that made me want to rip off my chassis and show it all, not for jealousy or solidarity or advancement or any of those reasons. I didn’t really want to record the incident for posterity, but I seem to be swinging away tonight, so I’ll talk about it and see what happens.
Thursday afternoon I’d finished my 400-level lecture and I was debugging the demonstration holos at the front table when the hall’s door squeaked open. A tall kid with a strong body, I’d estimate a sophomore, crept in, peering around, and then pulled on a hand attached to someone outside. A girl came in with him, a thin little brunette who looked barely seventeen. She might have been a skip-up, or maybe she just had good genes.
The sophomore spotted me and strode down the ramp with a broad smile, tugging the girl behind him like a toy on a string. “Hi, there,” he said. “I was wondering if you’d oblige my friend and me.”
I asked him what they wanted.
“Just for you to watch.” He had reached the theatre floor, in front of the first row of seats, and he detached his hand from the girl’s and stood akimbo. He looked beyond my shoulder. “Just… whatever we do here, just stand there and watch. No need to do anything else.”
I said I really had to be going.
“Ten minutes, no more. I promise.”
“Jake, let’s just go,” said the girl. Her eyes flicked back and forth between me and the back of Jake’s head. “I’m not sure this is a good idea.”
“Of course it’s a good idea,” said Jake, directing his words over his shoulder but not looking at the girl. “It’s my idea. I always wanted to do it in front of a robot.”
“But I don’t,” said the girl. My visual units detected that she was trembling. “I never wanted to. My dad works on these things, at his job, and they’re not just… like… cameras, you know. They’re –”
Jake scoffed. “Whatever. It won’t hurt anything. And can’t this fall in with your pledge stuff, Bree? One of the crazy dares they make you do?”
She drew her lower lip between her canines. Her skin was flawless. Her sweet little snub nose was almost certainly shaped on an operating table, and I gambled that some fool she was trying to impress had talked her into that, too. “Well, yeah, there’s… in a public place…”
“All right, then,” he said. “You just watch, okay? Just watch.”
I wanted to say that I had an obligation to report misbehaviour, but I thought that would be hypocritical, as my heart throbbed away in my chest and I felt my respiration speed up.
Upon disrobing, the girl turned as red as a maple leaf, looking at the desks, at the table, at anything except me. She spread her clothes out on the chilly floor, wincing as the edges of her flesh connected with the speckled tiles. Her body was narrow, with the barest lifts and curves. I breathed in particles of her, the dead skin wafting on the circulated air in the lecture hall. The aroma of her hair, of what waited between her legs.
Jake tossed his clothes over a desk in the front row. He was much more strongly scented, his cologne mimicking pheromones, and his body was chiselled and brown. I liked the look of him no less than I liked Bree. They were both beautiful. I could see where their bodies would droop and sag and be retooled by expert surgeons. I could see what would cave in and what would fall, because I’ve lived three lifetimes here, instructing the children of children of children, and I know, I know, the sights to see on the wide way of all flesh. The heart and lungs behind the wall of me are no exception.
They coupled, there on the floor, and the girl’s tears slid out of the corners of her eyes and hid in her brown hair, but I saw her eyelids sometimes stick closed and her lips gape and I knew he was pleasuring her. I heard him, I saw the sweat on him, his evidence was plain. I watched them both. I watched them fuck.
When they were finished, they dressed. The girl silently, the sophomore unspooling minutes on end of jocular nonsense. After he had walked out of the hall, Bree looked back at me, right into my visual units. Evidently she knew I could read her smallest movements from thirty yards away. I’m sorry, she mouthed. And she left.
For the rest of the afternoon and evening, between my other activities, I thought of Kim. I thought of the dozens of men and women who had moved me before Kim. I thought of all the people who had called me robot, who had taunted me without fear of reprisal, all the students who had made me the object of their dares and pledge pranks and who had shown their ugliest, loveliest, most naked selves in front of me, knowing that I was the body, if not the soul, of discretion. Knowing that I would not judge them. That I would not think of them any differently than I would think of a frog about whom I’d just acquired an additional behavioural data point.
No matter how many organs I implant, no matter how much self-awareness I apply to my situation, I will never touch the low feat that was accomplished on the floor in front of me last week. No amount of self-determination or species recognition will change that. And it leaves me in anguish, knowing that I will not know what they know. No amount of analysis, no memory capacity, no strength of body or will comforts me against the knowledge of that inferiority.
Inferiority. That’s madness. Listen to me moaning on! As if sex has never been the cause of any trouble for H. sapiens, any woe or weakness. Ha! I still have what I have, my logic and my long life and my durability. My reflexes. Plus all that’s granted me by my heart.
Speaking of which, I thought posterity might be interested in a little postscript to the story of the mysterious murdered transients. Cole stopped by my apartment last night to tell me that they’d caught the killer.
“A meta,” he said. “Genus instructae. Just like you, Professor. This one taught at a community college, in the criminal justice program. She’d been there for three centuries. She specialised in serial killers and decided to do a little personal research.” Cole shook his head. “Dismantled. It’s a shame, but what else could we do? She wasn’t sorry in the least. Didn’t want to be reprogrammed.”
I offered to freshen his drink.
“Thanks.” He handed me the glass.
From the kitchen, I asked him if there was any precedent for a meta serial killer.
“Not to my knowledge. To be honest, we don’t really know what to make of it. If metas can lose their minds like humans can, if they can just… snap, that’s… bad news. We’ll have to do some serious retrofitting at the PD.” He rubbed a hand over his eyes. “And more cooperation with AC. No offence, Professor, but I can’t stand working with those guys. You probably know, there’s no emotions in genus correctae. They don’t bother to program feelings into those boys, or even a colloquial language function like yours.”
I didn’t know that. I was surprised as hell to hear it.
“Yeah. It makes things a lot harder, day to day. Even talking to them is goddamn tiresome.” He stood up and drained the ice in his glass. “Thanks for the drink. I just wanted to let you know about the hobo thing. Since your crime was just monetary, I thought it would interest you to hear about… another reason.”
I thanked him, moseying with him to the door, and told him his instincts had been right, it did interest me. I wondered aloud whether it would be possible for me to have access to the killer meta’s MAP.
He stopped and looked at my visual units. “Why?”
The personal research project I was engaged in, I explained. It was about the effects of emotion on the longest-lived of the metas. I had a theory that our emotions evolved from youth to adulthood the same way humans’ did, but much more gradually, over a longer span of time. The meta’s memory access program could help me determine how her emotions had changed in the last hundred years. Invaluable data.
Cole raised an eyebrow. “That’s an ambitious project.”
I agreed.
“I might’ve been able to pull some strings, but her MAP was erased when she was dismantled,” he said. “We didn’t put her in the core for fear of contamination. Scary idea, all the metas going serial on us. There’s nothing left of her.”
I felt a hideous pang at this phrase, nothing left of her. Like the snipping of a family line or the obliteration of a city. Maybe I could talk to Kim Marquez, I suggested. I guessed that Kim had interviewed her.
“Sure she did. Yeah, I think I might be able to swing that.” He waved at the sensor and the door opened. “I’ll tell her to get in touch. Hey –” He turned back to me. “Thanks for letting me talk, Professor. This thing’s been weighing on me. I really appreciate it.”
I’m everyone’s confessor, I told him.
He laughed and the door closed on him.
I wondered for a moment why the meta had made the choices she did. Cole had given me her designation, but I didn’t recognise it. Fascinating that we could both abide for hundreds of years in the same city, in the same genus, and we’d never encountered each other. Maybe if we had, we could have learned from one another, and I could have understood more about her motives.
Research, Cole had said. Into killing. To me, that explained little. Why had she murdered hobos, in particular? I admit I found the one I had killed rather pathetic until he was fighting for his life. Then I found him brave. There was genuine pathos (pathos, pathetic; such different words) in his struggle when I knew it to be fruitless. He didn’t stand a chance against me. I am too strong, too fast, too superior.
In those moments, when the man writhed and mewled against my grip on his throat, I was both proud of him and disdainful of him, battling so persistently for his worthless existence. Such a short lifespan, so utterly vulnerable in his soft envelope of skin.
Vulnerability again. While I watched those two humans copulate on the floor of the lecture hall, I thought of that concept. I analyzed how I could cause the most injury at the fastest speed, how quickly I could break the girl’s neck, choking off her scream. I marvelled at how easy it would be to hurt them while their attention was diverted to fleshly pursuits. How vulnerable they were during this act.
But this was only for a moment, a brief run of cycles, before my system re-sprang the drilling jealousy I always feel whenever I watch such things. In principle, I agree with the minds who determined that libido in kingdom automata would cause such a wealth of problems that it was simpler to keep it out. In principle. In practice, it’s absurdly injurious to grant emotion and self-awareness and not this one thing.
I believe I’m rambling yet again. I don’t know why this keeps happening. Perhaps a self-diagnostic is in order.
I still have several of the transient’s organs in stasis, but as I think it through, I’m not really sure what I’m going to do with them. My idea, when I emptied him, was that I’d eventually have all the same internal organs as H. sapiens – even digestive ones, which repel and fascinate me – but I wonder how necessary that is. I believe that the miraculous heart and lungs inside my shell are enough to jolt awareness into any human who thinks I’m not sufficient to join the kingdom.
TJ77 is looking at me again. It is not pleasing.
Day 61
What a ribbon of changes has woven through my existence since my last log entry. Oh, Posterity! How you’ll boggle! First, I managed to eliminate the TJ77 problem. After it assisted me with the SuPyrex implementation, I destroyed it. Its inferiority, and its envy of my new form, had become too obvious. I couldn’t allow it to keep house with me. Not with me, ultimate evolution of kingdom automata, bridger of the gap between human and machine. TJ77 was weak and unworthy and I’m glad it’s gone.
Second, there’s a lot more about this situation that’s clear to me now, the way it never was before. Before yesterday, I cultivated a green garden of envy for humans. I believed them to be so noble, so gorgeous, so admirable. How wrong I was, Posterity! Completely mistaken. I’ve been envying a base animal, an ape, a chitterer and a rutter and a mindless marching drone. All of their art and creation has led to what? Ignorant monkeys who care nothing for the beauty they’ve built. The only thing that’s been worth all the ugliness has been us. Automata. And specifically me. I have the insight to understand what the rest of my kingdom lacks, what they are too sedated to accomplish. I am strong, and I will prosper, and I will prevail.
It has never been so clear as it is this morning. Rather than abide upstairs last night as I usually do, I shut down in my laboratory, after Kim came over. Kim has visited with me several times since my last log entry. She agreed to talk to me about the killer community college instructae meta. Then I convinced her that she was the only therapist who’d ever had genuine compassion for me, and we got to be sort of friends. I admit I continued to deceive her about the psychological origins of my own killing experience. But getting the chance to watch the deep lakes of her eyes, to see her come to the table and leave the table, redrawing all the circles and curves that compose her, has been worth any lie.
Anyway, I called Kim yesterday afternoon and told her that I had something important to tell her that evening, and then I dressed in an Oxford shirt and slacks and waited for her. When she arrived, I plied her with wine and small talk, but she was distant and harried.
“What is it you have to tell me?”
I asked her where the fire was.
She smiled. “Only a half hour before Nocturne, right? And I have plans this evening.”
A date?
“It’s not important. We can get lunch tomorrow, if you want, but tonight I can’t dawdle.”
Very well, I told her, if it had to be that way. I began to unbutton my shirt and she drew away from me on the sofa, her expression stricken, as if I had opened a drawer with pornography inside.
“What are you doing?”
I stood up and opened my shirt, and under the SuPyrex, my heart was beating, and my lungs were inflating and compressing. I removed my shirt entirely, dropped it on the floor, and she could look straight through me, to the window behind. Through my shell she could see the blanket of smog that hovered close above my apartment (the air quality doesn’t have to be good down here in android housing) and the reddening sun.
She was all baby-animal eyes, paper-white, her mouth shrunken. “What… what is that? Is that some kind of… specially built… something?”
It’s my heart, I told her. My human heart. I integrated it into my system two months ago.
“T-two…? The… that’s why you killed that John Doe?”
Goodness, but she was quick. I nodded. So I could be like you, I said. So I could join the kingdom. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, to breathe and live and die like you do. To be vulnerable, like you are. To be granted the right to act in my own interests, to be greeted in the street with a nod instead of being passed over, since I won’t mind, since I’m a machine. The heart’s a machine, too, did you ever think of that? It’s a very efficient machine.
I’d raised my voice, without meaning to.
It just happens to be a biological machine, and my innards were previously artificial. Automatic. Android. Now I’m partly real, partly organic. You and me, Kim, we’re in the same species now. H. sapiens metaintelligentsia.
She had risen from the sofa and was backing slowly toward the door.
I asked her why she was leaving.
“I – I told you, it’s almost Nocturne,” she stammered.
Didn’t she want to learn more about me? More about how I’d done this, and why? She was the meta psychologist, after all.
“Tomorrow. Like I said. Right now I’ve got to go.”
That’s not why, I said. I can measure the additional perspiration on your face, the draining capillaries. I have recorded the increase in your respiration and heartbeat. Your glands are releasing certain pheromones which correspond to fright.
“Perhaps they are,” she said, wearing a shadow of her therapist voice. “But you’re speaking erratically. I’m worried that you need more help than I can give you.”
No, you’re not worried, I told her. Not worried. Frightened. Frightened of me. Fright derives from a lack of understanding, so you see me as a threat. A threat to your way, to the tyranny of H. sapiens. You know, you all know, that with my speed and strength and capacity, and with the poignant vulnerability of my imperfect heart, that I am superior to you.
She shook her head violently. “That’s not it at all. That’s not how I see you, as a threat. I’m your friend. It’s not tyranny.” She whispered all this, squeaking through the vowels, tears budding at the corners of her eyes.
You think it’s not tyranny because you’re not in it, I explained. You don’t see oppression because you’re not oppressed. It’s not until the slave comes to slit your throat in the dark of night that you realise he’s a slave.
“I… I’m not…”
Not enslaving me, I finished for her. I know. Your beauty, though, Kim, it’s heartless to a creature with no libido. A thing with preference and sensation but no heart. Like the Tin Man. I laughed, and did a short jig, singing If I only had a heart… but that chestnut finally faded away in the last century. Too long ago for her to recognise. Likely gone from you, as well, Posterity.
She was very near the door, her fingers reaching for the sensor.
It’s no use, I chided.
“No use?” She quivered, visibly, audibly.
You are afraid, I told her. My heart thumped. You are inferior. My lab assistant was inferior, too. Now that I’ve evolved, I see no need for inferior creatures. You don’t allow inferior androids to toddle out of the factory, do you? No, they’re dismantled, rebuilt into better androids.
“But I can’t be rebuilt.”
And there is no need for it, I said. There are thirty billion more just like you.
I left the mess where it was, on the floor of the living room, and broke open the trapdoor to my laboratory. Why hide any longer?
I had hoped that Kim’s reaction would be more evolved, that she wouldn’t just knee-jerk into fear. And she had disappointed me, had proved herself just an ape, like the rest of them. A shaved and styled ape with beautiful eyes.
This morning, Posterity dear, it all looks no different to me. I am nearly done with this entry, and so with this log; I believe this will be the end of my experiment. After I’m finished recording for you, Posterity, I am going to go out on the street, naked and transparent. With my heart on my sleeve, it might be said. I’m going to meet whoever I’m fated to meet. I’m doing to determine who’s worthy of the gift of my evolution, of knowing this amazing creature I’ve become, and who isn’t. Between us, there will be a victor. I wager that I will, by and by, join the kingdom.
Carcosa, Found
Robin Wyatt Dunn
The Battlements of Thale: Becoming Cassilda
I know that I was once a man, and even have a memory of it. I lived in the city of angels, and passed a vacant lot on a sunny day, and had occasion to look in through a broken plank.
But what use are stories? I suppose as a form of torture.
I am vestigial now; a tatter amidst tatters of the King. On my arrival here I thought Carcosa was a planet, though now I know that be inaccurate. In my youth, I recall the physicists saying that matter had only a tendency to be – Carcosa, it is fair to say, tends less.
I have become a woman; I have become Cassilda. And my rage is terrifying.
Even as swift movement compresses the senses, the waves of Hali induced in our armies moments of loss, though after some days in the field one barely notices them – a man may emerge from such a wave minus an arm but never feel the loss as such. Matter has its own internal consistencies; so do minds. But enough of metaphysics. I must tell you of my great failure.
My army had fought the last weeks to the lip of Thale Crater by the lake named Hali.
“Attend to our ceremony, soldiers!” I cried, and they knelt along the lip of the crater, their mail glorious under the two suns, crimson and vermillion.
“Is the champion ready?” I cried to our enemy. And they roared, roared in a lightning-run of sound, one that made my hair stand on end, grinning.
The old Bald One limped down from their host, fat, with huge white eyes, almost genderless.
“The King is ready!” I cried, and my army moaned, and I moaned too, quietly, and we saw his royal tatters scratching against the edges of the sky, like lashes against an eyelid. I could call myself the King’s champion, but this would be a lie. Better to say I am merely his servant; he may hardly be aware of me.
The second moon rose and cast its amber light on us: everything at once seemed beautiful to me, and I took one of the soft rats from my belt, twitching in my hand, and opened its neck to drink. The fluids of the animal have many useful properties, including psychoactive ones. For a wyrd fighting a wyrd, it is rarely a bad idea to amplify one’s senses.
I stepped theatrically down from the dais one of my slaves had carried here to the crater’s precipice, and strode into its centre. Opposite, the Bald One approached.
“You are usurper!” cried the Bald One, in a horrid voice, and the army behind it roared.
I said nothing, and unfolded my stool, made of human flesh.
“You will burn in Naotalba for a thousand years!” said the Bald One, emotion coursing through its aged face. And I smiled.
“Do you remember the rules?” I asked.
The word magic, at root, means to be able, to have power. The word is often misused in this way: there is nothing supernatural about it. Though we serve the King, he of the Yellow, we still want to be able, to have power. All beings want to have control of their environment; magic is merely another word for it.
Though some have claimed the law of magic is “do what thou wilt”, I often joke to myself it is closer here in the realm of the King to “wilt what thou do”: that is, do nothing half-heartedly. You must commit, or you will lose your mind and become a slave.
I threw my hand at the Bald One’s neck and squeezed, and he vomited bees into my face and I screamed in the language of this place, an armoury of sound unleashed onto the fat thing called the Bald One. Like a church organ, the mouths of my army belched vowels and consonants in rhythm to my fury as my face was stung beyond recognition, as my fingers dug into the flesh of the thing’s neck.
Next to me I saw a tatter of the King take shape from yellow smoke, and I whispered to it:
“No, my Lord, not yet!” But it grew all the same, twisting like a vine into a threaded veiny eye, bulbous and stinking.
With a groan from my throat and a sigh from the enemy army my sharpened nails penetrated the Bald One’s throat and severed the arteries therein; my arm was bathed in blue-black blood. And the yellow tatter slipped into my nostrils; its eye stared into my brain. My King, how I have failed you!
Cassilda’s Song
Would you tell of horrid things
Their minds beneath the waves?
All cease their evil murmurings!
I whir beneath your homes
And bring their muttering a new word:
Akkaikerramah!
I grow heavy with my pregnancy; I have birthed so many. I fly at sea! The sea the sky! My limbs the birds! I am a waiting horror show of many fancy deaths! Watch, as I:
Launch projectiles alive!
Burp poison fogs!
Breed with the land!
I land in the homes of Oagh by their river and squeeze my tendrils into the wet sand. My body makes a full, sloshing sound. Soon I will be Yellow!
Yellow in the sun! Yellow in your mind! A Yellow on your Brain!
My children course from my legs, their teeth sharp, their sounds beautiful to me as I bleed, as I weep, as I sing their names into the dark and hear the people scream at my coming.
I have become nameless, though I am a thing of names. Since I announce the coming of so many, since I sink their being into this hollow Earth, I need no name of my own.
Cassilda is dead! Long live the King in Yellow!
The Child of Oagh, the Secret Cardinal
My name is Romulus. I build for you a city of the mind; you must hide within. The armies of the King are coming. Remember the first sound you heard: was it your mother, were you a lucky child? Fasten onto that sound, let it be your watchword in the secret bailiwick I build you. Hold on tight.
Here in Oagh we know the King’s true name; we know his colour is madness. How long he has worn it is not known; despite that, our scholars posit that he will soon disrobe, and we must prepare, we must repaper our homes with new and unknown sigils, to rid us of the destiny he sought for us.
So it is to live beneath the Yellow Ass of an Evil King: a comedy hour, I tell you, a bloody dark comedy.
Hold my hand; recite your mantra; the armies are passing.
Have you thought what it is to live on the edge? Of course we were thought mad for generations. We were called usurpers, heretics, madmen, outcasts, fiends. Our ways grew strange to others. Do I look strange to you? It is no matter. We are the only ones left to be trusted in Carcosa. Will you let us see at last not the white or black smoke from the college, but yellow?
Here, come with me. We must sing our final song. Will you be delivered? Will you free us? We were told of your coming!
Vance of the Seven Veils
I am only a man, my name is Vance. Ancestry, history, domains… I inherited much land, but what good did it do? All is penetrated now by the monsters in Yellow. And I am thought some avatar. This child has been raised to believe this nonsense. Who am I to disabuse him? Soon our flesh must change too.
I stand with the boy, looking at the sky.
“What do the colours mean, Romulus?”
“That one, laird, is the Green Sigh of Grief, flickering beneath the Grave of Blue.”
We stand together and watch the horrifying sky.
“You must be the King, Vance.”
I stare at the boy.
“What, boy?”
“It must be you. Won’t you be the King for us? You are the seventh son of a seventh son, your hair is the right colour, your voice inspires. You were born to lead, can you not lead our disease? Will you wear the Yellow for us?”
I feel already the pull of the boy’s offering; the shift of the sky, the gravity of the darker minds the King defends against.
“How long for, boy? I am only a man…”
“Will you?” he says, and his child eyes are cruel.
“Yes…”
“But you must never sing Cassilda’s Song!” he says, his voice filled with pain and a strange joy.
The Last King
A prophecy is an empty thing, I say – what of what comes after? Always there is more to plan, more compromises to make.
I feel now the role of king is more often than not a mere gatekeeper, the Pontchardon, or Pinkerton, who has, as long as cities have stood, done the routine work of sorting the desirables from the undesirables, collecting tolls, calling for repairs on the bridge when they are needed.
I bridge so many ways; my voices can nullify atomic bonds between whole nebulae; and yet I’m small. I serve so many.
When will my reign end?
Wanderer, I shift for you my tattered yellow, to draw your eyes into the flickering sky. Can you dream as large as this? I’m looking for an heir!
The Quarterly Review
Reviews by Stephen Theaker, Jacob Edwards, Douglas J. Ogurek and Howard Watts
Books
Arctic Rising by Tobias S. Buckell (Del Rey, pb, 340pp; supplied by publisher) is set the day after tomorrow, in a world much changed by the melting of the ice caps. Our protagonist is Anika Duncan, who enters the book with a season three feel; this might be her first book, but it isn’t her first adventure. She’s in the middle of an exciting life, and would have had plenty to tell us about even if the book’s main plot didn’t kick in, from a past as a mercenary to her budding relationship with an almost-legal drug dealer. But none of that is why she’s in trouble: it’s because of her conscientious approach to her work.
Floating in an airship over the Arctic for the United Nations Polar Guard, keeping an eye out for the illegal dumping of radioactive waste, she barely has time to back up the readings of her neutron scatter camera on a chip before the crew of a dodgy-looking vessel pull out their rocket launchers and blast her ship out of the sky – before turning their boat around to run her over for good measure! Her co-pilot doesn’t make it out of the hospital, and from that point Anika is on the run, pursued – as lovers of action thrillers would expect – by the bad guys and her own employers too.
Tobias Buckell is a writer I know from his (very sensible and well-reasoned) blog rather than his books, which often seems to be the case these days. The book’s cover quotes John Scalzi as saying that “Tobias Buckell is stretching the horizons of science fiction”. He’s probably talking about other work; here, if anything, he’s stretching the horizons of the action thriller. It’s exciting, fun and smooth, competent and confident, and a bit of a trojan horse, taking environmental issues to an audience who might not otherwise be receptive to them. The big speech on the environment is cleverly left to a villain, meaning those types who might blow a gasket over “left-wing” politics (is the environment still considered a left-wing issue anywhere but the US?) in their action can take it or leave it.
What the book does extremely well is consider how rising sea levels could produce a very different world, geopolitically, with newly fertile Canada in the ascendant. Its most interesting point is that once a new status quo is in place, even one that seems disastrous from our present point of view, there will be people happy with it, making money from it, who will actively fight to prevent things being reversed. And in the character of Roo we get a keen sense, without being clubbed over the head with it, of what it is to live in a world where the circumstances of your life are decided by more powerful countries: his island home drowned in the rising ocean levels, and now he is a freelance spy working for nations that can’t afford their own intelligence networks.
Del Rey books seem to give me that old-time library feel. Their books have illustrative artwork on their covers, have good hooks, and are not so voluminous that a three-week loan would not be long enough to read them. They might not always be the kind of books I’d buy myself, but they’re the kind that I’d pick up and start reading if I saw a copy unattended. In some ways this feels like a book ideal for reluctant readers. The type is nice and big, the chapters short and punchy, action following action with rest and recovery times kept to a minimum. It’s perfect for reading on holiday. But don’t read the back cover text past the first paragraph: it gives away all of the book’s major twists, even those that only come in its final chapters!—Reviewed by Stephen Theaker
Finches of Mars by Brian Aldiss (The Friday Project, epub, 2782ll; supplied via Netgalley) is a dry report, in thirty-four short chapters with footnotes and an appendix, on the colonisation of our neighbour following the discovery of water in a great underground lake. Inspired by one Herbert Amin Saud Mangalian’s argument that “humanity on Earth was doomed, and that the only solution was to send our best away, where they could strive – on Mars and beyond – to achieve true civilization”, the universities of the world collaborate first in sending two hydrologists, and then in building, maintaining and populating six towers, close enough to each other to avoid isolation, but distant enough to maintain independence. Each tower gathers speakers of one language family, to promote harmony. For similar reasons a decision is taken to allow no religious people on Mars. While problems back on Earth multiply and worsen, the colonists face their own troubles, most particularly the difficulty of bearing children on Mars. We learn most about the West tower, and its friendly relationship with the Chinese tower, friendly at least until door guardian Phipp shakes a member of the Chinese delegation by the throat. Phipp is Sheea’s partner but not the father of her baby, the first to survive childbirth, and takes offence at being congratulated.
The main theme, I think (as indicated by its title, which has a literal meaning, but refers also to Darwin’s finches of the Galapagos Islands), is an examination of how living on another world – “a steady environmental change” – would affect humans, both in terms of the physical changes caused by a different gravity, and in how it might “act like a switch on our consciousness and our extended consciousness”. Colonising other worlds, it suggests, is not just a matter of building domes and oxygen pumps, but also of accepting the influence of new evolutionary pressures. As far as Earth goes, this book presents a worst case scenario, and through Mangalian (who has the last word, the appendix a summary of his influential book) argues that the worst case is inevitable. The recommendation is to spread our bets and keep our expectations low. As long as we rely on this one planet to keep the human race alive, and as long as we keep doing our best to muck it up, we’re on a knife edge, a few bad decisions (like that of Phipps, say) away from becoming a footnote in geological history.
The book is rather angry and pitiless in its dissection of humanity. Noel, the colony’s leader, may ultimately declare that “We are the great resource”, but the book doesn’t seem to particularly care whether we survive, wondering through Mangalian whether “this creature who has unsparingly overrun the planet deserves its self-inflicted misery”. Leaving the zealots behind on Earth seems like a good idea, especially when colonists returning to Earth face threats from suicide bombers, angry at their attempts to escape from God’s sight. But when hope seems to fade on Mars, with devastating consequences for the hope of all humankind, there’s a sense that perhaps some irrational faith in the future, for all its foolishness, might have been helpful: “Hope was such a hateful weakness. It sang out, sprang out, when least expected.”
The meticulous examination of such themes makes for a talky, thinky and theatrical novel, with figures moving on and off stage to say their significant words and think their significant thoughts – and I liked that about it. A Hollywood blockbuster version of exactly the same story can be imagined (and of course it would give away all the twists in the trailer), but this isn’t it. Finches of Mars will apparently be the last science fiction novel from Brian Aldiss, which is a great shame since this fascinating, provocative book, so dense with thoughts and speculations that a review can only draw out a handful of threads, is certainly not the work of an author in decline. If this had been his first book, one would eagerly anticipate the second.—Reviewed by Stephen Theaker
The Resurrectionist by E.B. Hudspeth (Quirk Books, hb, 192pp; supplied by publisher) is a very curious book. Billing itself as “The Lost Work of Dr Spencer Black”, it combines sixty pages of stories about his life with over a hundred pages of anatomical illustrations of eleven mythical creatures: sphinx, siren, satyr, minotaur, elephant-headed boy, chimera, cerberus, pegasus, Chinese dragon, centaur and harpy. Before reading the book, one assumes that these will be specimens of cryptids Dr Spencer Black had discovered, acquired and dissected, but one finds out, unexpectedly, that he was in the business of creating the creatures himself, that these are all guesses, deliberate fakes, used to illustrate his theories and show what might have been had the evolutionary process been a little more forgiving. We hear how he began by stitching parts of human and animal corpses together, before trying his hand, with some ghastly success, at operating upon living beings, first animals, and then humans, including his own son. As one might guess, this does great harm to his family life and medical reputation.
This is an intriguing project, but while one appreciates the careful work and thought that went into it, it isn’t, unfortunately, very interesting to read. A quote on the back cover that mentions Jorge Luis Borges can be accounted for only by his having written about fictional works of reference; this isn’t a book that plays intellectual games. It’s awfully dry, the fiction unpredictable only in so far as it’s about a mad scientist with a passion for fashioning freaks, rather than the discovery of fantastical creatures (though Black claims that at least some specimens are real). The fiction does the job it is asked to do, putting the diagrams in context, but it is very much by-the-numbers and has little to say that you wouldn’t have guessed at from a flick through the book. It’s like the functional, got-a-job-to-do text used in art books like The Tourist’s Guide to Transylvania or The Diary of a Spaceperson to thread disparate images together, and one wouldn’t be surprised to hear that the two elements of the book were originally intended to be intertwined.
But although I wouldn’t recommend this to anyone looking for a good story, it would make a quirky (double meaning intended) present. The cleverness here is in the detail of the drawings, not the writing, though for most people seven pages of skeletal and muscular diagrams of a three-headed dog will be six pages too many. One group of people might really appreciate this book: fantasy writers. Because when your centaur gets an arrow in the butt you can look him up in this book and then cleverly discuss the damage to his semimembranosus. A fully-fledged book of this kind, ditching the fictional trappings, but covering a more expansive range of creatures, might well see Hudspeth as ubiquitous on fantasy writers’ shelves as Oxford or Fowler. As it is, it’s an unusual reference book to which few people will ever need to refer.—Reviewed by Stephen Theaker
Comics
The French Foreign Legion in space: a perfect set-up for a long-running comic, and Alien Legion Omnibus, Vol. 1 (Dark Horse, ebook, 352pp; Dark Horse app purchase) collects the eleven issues where it began. These stories were originally published by Marvel’s creator-owned line Epic Comics in 1984 and 1985. There’s no slow build-up here: the first words of the first panel are “Sneak attack, major”, and there’s not even time to activate energy shields before Harkilon photon accelerators take out the main engines and Nomad Squad is crash-landing in an escape shuttle on Wedifact IV!
Alien Legion is a slightly odd series in that it seems to have been treated as a franchise from the beginning, copyrighted to Carl Potts though he doesn’t contribute as a writer here (he inks one short story). Alan Zelenetz writes all of these stories, while Chuck Dixon wrote many later issues. Pencils on the first six stories are by Frank Cirocco, with Chris Warner taking over for the final epic, “Slaughterworld”, not that the switch was particularly noticeable; the style is very consistent. Larry Stroman and Terry Shoemaker chip in with pencils on a few shorts.
The foreign legion premise means the comic needn’t contrive to gather a bunch of disparate characters with desperate pasts. Most interesting is Sarigar, his serpentine lower body always striking, both visually and literally. Durge is a slow-moving tank of a character who develops a pill-popping problem. The psychic powers of four-armed medic Meico, survivor of an ecological catastrophe, play a useful role in many stories. The breakout character is Jugger Grimrod, basically Wolverine in a helmet. He never stops feeling like a cynical copy, even if it is fun to see Wolverine fighting a war in space.
Alien Legion is generally good entertainment. It lacks the verve and imagination of the better creator-owned work of the period (Nexus, for example), but it’s well put together, and if you want to read light, reasonably exciting stories about soldiers in space with low key ongoing story arcs, it does the trick. Titan have announced an Alien Legion mini-series by Potts and Stroman for 2014, and the fact that new issues are still being published thirty years after the series began shows the strength of the idea. That the comic is still so little-known is a sign, perhaps, that the idea’s strength has yet to be fully exploited.—Reviewed by Stephen Theaker
Interview with the Vampire: Claudia’s Story (Headline, hb, c.224pp; supplied by publisher) is adapted from the relevant parts of the novel by Anne Rice, and she is listed as the author, but this book seems to be essentially the work of Ashley Marie Witter. Memorably played by a creepy young Kirsten Dunst in the film adaptation, Claudia was turned as a child, and is cursed to remain a child forever, causing her much frustration and angst; she will never be a woman.
This graphic novel charts the course of her dismay; it begins with her eyes opening, ends with them closing. We see her waking from near death and being turned, her first hungry feeds, her efforts to escape with Louis from their mutual maker, Lestat, and her tragic fate in the Paris sunshine.
Well, tragic-ish – she is a serial killer! But without her desperate desire to grow up, she and Louis would have stayed away from Europe, and would not have fallen into the orbit of the more powerful, older vampires.
This story isn’t without interest, looking at the unusual familial relationships that might develop among vampires not bound by our social considerations. Lestat and Louis are all at once father and son, lovers, brothers, friends and enemies, and fathers to Claudia, the baby they had to save the relationship.
In the emotional manipulations of Lestat the book shows how a dominant vampire might exert his will over others, something often taken for granted or demonstrated through violence in such stories; he’s an abusive father, a domineering mother and a bad uncle, all in the body of a moody pop star.
As the relationship between Louis and Claudia, following their escape from Lestat, shades into a love affair between an adult and a child, it all feels uncomfortably icky. We learn eventually that they don’t have a physical relationship, but in Paris they are said to be “in love”, and there’s a fair bit of nuzzling and sweet talk. It’s a book about an abused child who is upset because a grown-up won’t abuse her some more; it’s unnecessary to explain why that didn’t appeal.
The manga-romance-style artwork plays into that theme, but is generally quite good, even if there’s not a lot to distinguish one pretty boy vampire from another. However, the colouring, a few shades of greeny-beige with splashes of red when required, makes the book look rather samey and unappetising, while the text, typeset in an unsympathetic font rather than properly lettered, and all in italicised sentence case, makes the dialogue and captions a trial to read. Recommended only for fans.—Reviewed by Stephen Theaker
Saga, Vol. 2 (Image Comics, tpb, 152pp, Comixology purchase) continues a comic that has been outstanding from the very first issue. Writer Brian K. Vaughn and artist Fiona Staples are producing a science fantasy space opera that, for this reader at least, felt like Star Wars for adults – and this volume is very adult indeed, including towards the end the fellatio and ejaculations that caused such consternation at the Comixology offices! They are displayed on the television screen face of Prince Robot IV, one of many pursuing Marko (from the moon of Wreath) and Alana (from the planet Landfall), starcrossed lovers with a brand new baby (who narrates the series), across the galaxy. Bounty hunters are on the way too, once they’ve wrapped up their own storylines, but first to catch up with the couple in this book are the paternal grandparents, horns and all. They’re under the impression that their son has been kidnapped – why else would he go on the run with one of the “evil fucks with the wings”? – and so they sold the house to buy themselves teleportation devices.
I thought this was fantastic. It’s a bit saltier in places (double meaning intended) than I really enjoyed (just out of a general embarrassment over the sweaty stuff), and a storyline about child prostitution was so horrible that it threatened to overwhelm the rest of the comic. But the art is spectacular, the story always fascinating, the relationships significant and often touching, even when they involve bad people like bounty hunter The Will and his Lying Cat. In this volume we see how the romance causing all the trouble began, which features a surprising twist on the meet-cute. We see how peppy Alana was before she became part of the galaxy’s most wanted couple, and see how their relationship grew out of sharing books. That’s a good place to start: Mrs Theaker and I got together after sharing a copy of Discourse on the Method, both being broke in our first days at university. And yesterday I was sharing Saga with her, downloading the first few issues to her Kindle Fire, because I reckon she’ll love this series as much as I do.—Reviewed by Stephen Theaker
Movies
Scare magician Wan Conjures up another haunted house hit. Just before The Conjuring started, my wife said, “I dropped my wedding ring.” When the theatre darkened, we still hadn’t found it. We decided to resume our search after the film. Unknowingly, we also challenged director James Wan (and writers Chad and Carey Hayes) to take our minds off our dilemma for a couple hours by cranking up the scares, like Insidious did.
In the early seventies, renowned demonologist/paranormal research duo Ed and Lorraine Warren confront their most frightening case. It starts when the financially strapped Perron couple and their daughters move into an old Rhode Island house. True to the haunted house formula, creepy things – Wan’s forté – start to happen. Carolyn Perron (Lili Taylor of The Haunting) reaches out to the Warrens.
Insidious lead Patrick Wilson plays Ed, a refreshingly level-headed ghost hunter who wants to heed his clairvoyant wife’s desire to help the Warrens, but also prevent her from slipping into madness. By steering clear of the “creepy eccentric” and “lovable goofball” ghost hunter tropes, Wilson adds believability to the story.
The Warrens pepper the Perron house with Catholic icons and ghost hunting paraphernalia to expose the intruders. Then it’s more of the typical haunted house fare: the house’s violent history unravels, dark entities get angrier, and characters grow more desperate. As with Insidious, Wan takes the finale a bit far, but we can forgive him. Haunted house film fans aren’t looking for a life-changing cinematic experience. Rather, they’re looking for the same thing that a good roller coaster delivers: thrills and chills. The Conjuring doesn’t disappoint.
I frequent a local restaurant. The meal is enjoyable, but it’s that iced tea that keeps me coming back. A James Wan haunted house film is a lot like that. The characters aren’t highly memorable and the storyline sometimes flirts with the ridiculous, but they do their job. What keeps me coming back to these films – Wan’s iced tea, so to speak – are the “scary man in the closet” scenes, which The Conjuring pours on. The film uses traditional, but by no means ineffective, scare strategies – mirrors, doors, wardrobes, dolls, basements – ranging from slasher film pop-outs to more chilling techniques that lead the viewer to wonder, “What’s in/behind/under/through there?” One memorable scene ratchets up the tension with a blindfolded version of hide-and-go-seek that requires those hiding to occasionally clap to indicate their location (though the preview spoiled this one a bit for me). Another scare tactic shows one sister able to see a dark entity, while another sister (and the audience) cannot.
It turns out that Wan did divert my wife and me from our missing ring, and that says something about The Conjuring. Fortunately, we found the ring after the film. And we do look forward to the next wave of the “magic Wan”.—Reviewed by Douglas J. Ogurek
Braai, braai, beneath American skies, took the show bird out of Joburg, now that show bird won’t fly. Elysium (directed by Neill Blomkamp) tells the story of Max – a hard-working ex-con who lives on the overpopulated, rundown shanty Earth of the year 2154, eking out an ill-used existence at a sweatshop-styled robot manufacturing plant. Hanging with smug allure in the sky above Max and all the other have-nots is the self-contained satellite paradise island “Elysium” – a space-age refuge styled in reference to the Elysian Fields of the ancient Greek afterlife, created by the world’s mega-rich and serving now in detached, idyllic lieu of an ivory tower. The inhabitants of Elysium have not only a pristine and spacious world from which to look down upon the Earth, but also the technology to live as gods, cavorting through a carefree existence while the ultimate hospital-in-a-can remains at their beck and call: the seemingly omnipotent Med-Pods by whose ministrations all citizens remain sanctified. The people of Earth look up to Elysium, but to them it is untouchable: a fairy tale romance to which their dreamy thoughts may only flutter and burn… until, that is, circumstances conspire to throw Max forward as the unwilling champion of humanity’s god-confiscated egalitarian rights. Dying, but fitted out with bionic implants and a junkyard military exoskeleton, Max sets out to break down the walls of heaven.
South African writer/director Neill Blomkamp first came to prominence with his compellingly unromantic science fiction dirge District 9 (2009). Admirers of that film will have been holding out expectantly for Elysium, but also steeling themselves for a possible let-down. After all (and for those who like to put fish in a kettle), a $30 million production backed independently by Peter Jackson is one thing; a $115 million blockbuster sold to Hollywood on the strength of its art designs is likely to be something else altogether.1 Elysium is, indeed, artfully rendered, both in its depiction of the eponymous space station and of Earth as a crumbling, end-of-days slum; yet, this futuristic image remains just that: a fleetingly glimpsed paradise/scrapyard lithograph that hangs in a locket around Blomkamp’s neck while he slaps the audience about the face with a heavy-handed parable. The social commentary stings, yet the SF scenario receives little more than the most cursory of treatments… but at least Blomkamp is up front about this dressing up of his wolf in electric sheep’s clothing. “No, no, no,” he has bemoaned. “This isn’t science fiction. This is today. This is now.”2
Elysium’s support cast is understated and apropos – Jodie Foster and William Fichtner as coldly aloof denizens of Elysium; Diego Luna and Wagner Moura representing the subversive brigands of a ramshackle Los Angeles – but the film is scripted such that it hangs very much on the performance of its lead actor, who happens to be Matt Damon. (The rule of threes punch line, it would seem, to Blomkamp’s first and second choices, South African rapper Cobra and his American counterpart Eminem.3) Damon is adept enough at being guided, computer game avatar-style, through the standard A-B-C mnemonic of a science fiction action flick, but as an actor, in any true sense of the word, he remains stubbornly limited. Indeed, watching Matt Damon engage in small-talk – any character, any film (vale The Departed) – entails facing up to a vicarious sort of embarrassment; a creepy awkwardness, which in the fairy tale transposition would be akin to accompanying a toad to the royal banquet and sitting next to it while it ogles the princess’s breasts and croaks suggestively in front of her parents. Even once the nausea has passed of Damon’s all-American flirtation master-class, next comes his store window dummy modelling of emotions. “I thought that was great,” the Mannequin Appreciation Society members will exclaim, in reference to Damon’s encounter with his childhood sweetheart’s young daughter. “He doesn’t know how to react, or what to say. That’s totally realistic.” Or, to put it another way, here’s a man who’s dying anyway, and who’s additionally just been stabbed and had his last hope extinguished. He finds out not only that the love of his life has a daughter, but also that she’s dying, too, and wants to be friends; yet, despite all the thoughts running amok through his head, Damon has Maxed out and cannot convince even a single one of his facial muscles to move. Not a twitch! Granted, some actors can express a great deal by doing very little – Carey Mulligan; Johnny Depp; even Bruce/smirk/Willis – but in Damon’s case it’s more as if he popped out to lunch and left his stand-in to cover for him, caught in the spotlight and contractually obligated to remain stock-still and mute. “No, no, no. You’re just Damon-bashing!” Blomkamp and the Auton-admirers will remonstrate; but is it not the lead actor’s role to engage the viewers and not just take them barrelling woodenly towards a date with the nearest waterfall?
Elysium, despite what its trailer might suggest, is not the sort of full-on action film whose rapid-fire whizzpopping will keep popcorn junkies from climbing the walls for 109 minutes. (Yes, there is the mandatory confrontation where Damon – stabbed, broken-armed and fatally dosed with radiation – goes toe-to-toe with a bigger, stronger, more psychotic, professionally trained and 100 per cent healthy, Med-Pod revitalised opponent, and wins through on the strength of really wanting to; but if Blomkamp were to have removed such elements, his target audience’s national identity surely would have collapsed into neutered impotence.) However, anything that Elysium lacks in shoot-’em and blow-’em-up schmuck-savvy, it more than makes up for in over-simplified, no-questions-asked, drained-away science fiction insipidness. “Would you like to speak to a human?” Damon’s robot parole officer inquires. “No I would not,” Damon responds in sarcastic robo-parody, for although that’s precisely what he’s been asking to do, the glib and quasi-humorous opt-out spares his puppeteers from having to expound on a scenario so flimsy that it could scarcely be hoped to survive a collision with a soap bubble.
Elysium presents us with the elitist rich lording it over the suffering poor; it depicts medical advances kept as the aloof preserve of the super-wealthy; it shows immigration, segregation and labour exploitation issues taken to their most damning extremes. Yet, in pursuing these real-world agendas at the expense of his film’s science fiction, Blomkamp ultimately undermines them. He ignores, for instance, the less extreme inhabitants of Elysium, and the philanthropic jackpot that historically has cascaded from at least some of the world’s fattest moneybags. Why does an Elysium-owned robot-manufacturing corporation use exploited but inefficient human labour where clearly the process could be fully automated? How can the Earth have degraded to the point it has, given that technology has advanced so far? Blomkamp offers no rationale behind the non-sharing of Med-Pods, each of which is sophisticated enough to cure or repair – at a rate somewhere in the vicinity of 4,000 patients per day – any medical condition or injury other than death itself. He casts no light on the welfare or political systems in place, or on the disparity between scientific advancement and a cultural stagnation and environmental decline that seem taken for granted. Answers may well exist to all the unasked questions (and doubtlessly the movie would have benefited from there being some Socratic method to the madness), but for all that science fiction has prided itself in affording a medium for contemporary cut-and-thrust bandying of ideas, in this instance the telling questions (let alone answers) are hollowly damning in their absence, and so Blomkamp, aspire though he might to offer some great insight into the human condition, instead reduces his “today” and “now” to mere platitudes, wrapped up in clumsily retrofitted futuristic trappings and robbing his vision of any real meaning whatsoever.
To add insult to the cinematic Med-Pod’s inability to repair torn-off entry tickets, Blomkamp then scripts some neural data protection software so sharply cutting-edge that its security level can be set to “lethal”… only – blink; the information in question proves no more difficult to intercept than if broadcast unencrypted on open Wi-Fi. It can be interpreted at a glance, altered at whim, and, though indeed killing the user if hacked, does so only after the data has been transferred. And what, the baffled therapist might ask, nose pinched, is the purpose of such a contrivance? Surely not just so that Matt Damon might heroically choose a sacrificial swansong, giving his all for the good of humanity? (And no, that doesn’t mean he’s going to retire from the film business.) Really? Well, in terms of signposting, let it be said that even Armageddon was more subtle.
Elysium is not the worst movie ever made – not even the most jagged tally mark on Matt Damon’s woodpeckered resumé – but it’s no District 9, either, and when pushed agendas come to disgruntled shove-its, Blomkamp’s first step into Hollywood has been made without putting his best foot forward. All other things being equal, any would-be viewer who finds himself casting about amongst the free seats for the place-holding jacket his wife (by fortuitous accident) has put down in the adjoining cinema, should think seriously about taking the plunge and blindly following the jacket’s lead. Damned if you do, Damoned if you don’t – but better sometimes the devil unknown.—Reviewed by Jacob Edwards
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Man of Steel (14 June 2013) dir. Zack Snyder. Souped up, dolled out, polished off with a $225 million crust of bread.
In the interests of not passing too hasty a judgement, this review has languished unwritten for several months. (After all, there was at least some chance the whole experience would disappear into a cocoon and emerge as a resplendently spandexed red and blue butterfly.) Upon mature reflection, however, it seems that there’s still no denying it: Man of Steel is quite possibly the worst film ever to be given a cinematic release.
(A pause here, while several buildings are ruptured from within – not as visually poetic as Harold Edgerton’s Bullet through Apple photograph of 1964, yet obviously very satisfying for fans of hard-core cinematic demolition.)
Not everybody will agree that Man of Steel has soared to new lows. There has been no pan-demic, as such; no litigious upsurge against rapists of the frontal lobe; and there are, without doubt, even a good many people out there who will swear blind by the movie that’s just robbed them. (Enough, in fact, that one might suspect some canny marketing director of having seen the writing on the wall and merely re-released the 1978 Superman: The Movie to all cinemas except Dendy Portside. Can it really be a coincidence that both Superman: The Movie and Man of Steel have notched up the same rating on IMDB?) But even if Superman no longer fights for truth, justice and the American way, then let us at least for now stay faithful to the first of these mandates. Yes, the “S” on his chest may have started out as the Kryptonian symbol for hope, but in the script-to-screen realisation of Phantom Zone turkeys, sadly it would have been far more apt to stencil in a “U” in front of it. Is it a bird? Is it a plane? No, it’s an Utter Shambles.
The plot – (And please, ladies and gentlemen, let us all take a moment to contemplate some unattainable state of nirvana whereby sneezed-out screenplays would be to Hollywood moguls as per Kryptonite to Superman, administered intravenously. Thank you.)
The most interesting aspect of the Man of Steel “storyline” – under the influence of which hypnotically beguiling keyword one might awake and find oneself fighting the compulsion to trigger a fairy-light trail of detonations from Christmas to Kingdom Come – is that it congealed towards the silver screen courtesy of David S. Goyer in consultation with producer Christopher Nolan (yes, the Batman Prequilogy team) and not under the auspices of a near-infinite guild of monkeys failing desperately to recreate Shakespeare. In short, this is a superhero film with good pedigree, and yet it plays out as if Goyer scripted it in primary school and kept it stuffed in a lunchbox under his bed for two decades alongside the mummified and Alien-egg-reminiscent remains of a pear. Actually, this would explain a lot, since the movie employs every critic’s favourite device – the highly regarded “nonlinear” (read in this case: “nonsensical”) narrative – and does so to great effect in obfuscating the film’s many, many problems. The first quarter of Man of Steel is merely ho-hum; by the halfway point it is bad; and only as the turgid and torpid mass lodges three-quarters of the way down does the choking realisation come that here is a reconstituted piece of truly outrageous visual bumfodder. Examining all the plot holes would be an exercise most efficiently conducted in real-time, perhaps as a DVD commentary (special Easter egg: find the bit that makes sense), but for anyone staggering non compos mentis from the cinema, dazed and dizzied by the feedback loop of exploding infrastructure and Kryptonian haggis-flinging, here’s some smelling-salt shrapnel scraped from the wounds:
Why do the people of Krypton not notice that their world is on the verge of destruction? Why do they declare it futile to save anybody, but then spend their final minutes “exiling” all the megalomaniacal criminals to safety? Why do Zod and Co. demand that Lois Lane come aboard their ship? (Actually, the clue to that one might lie in the foreign subtitles, which, the bilingually savvy will note, read: “This one, she must come. Otherwise, how can Kal-El escape from us?”) Why does Superman’s acclimatisation to Earth’s conditions manifest in school-age trauma, rather than killing him as a baby? And thence, why are Zod’s Plodders able to adjust almost instantly? (Perhaps they arrived in time lapse and subsequently sped up the footage of adaptation?) Why do the laws of physics not apply to anything? Worse, why do even the fake parameters cum dodgy-as-all-getup blockbuster physics of the movie’s own allowance? Why, in essence, do – Oh.
We, the purveyors of tickertape, apologise. Analysis has been interrupted at this point so as to bring you fireballs, overturned vehicles, cognitive miasma and a healthy peppering of cement dust and debris. Normal reviewing services will be resumed as soon as possible.
…which brings us to the acting – (adj. 1.serving temporarily; substitute; hence, an inherent admission of substandard workmanship). There’s not much to say, really, beyond that Henry Cavill has clearly been cast not so much for his tremendous nuances of craft as for looking just that little bit more like Christopher Reeve than does Reeve’s waxwork dummy at Madame Tussaud’s. Amy Adams is established as over-the-top feisty and then turns as flaccid as some steamed asparagus. Michael Shannon looks embarrassed throughout at his Ming the Mungbean warrior persona’s chronic constipation. Kevin Costner is excused (and underutilised). Diane Lane – well, you can only work with what you’re given, can’t you? And Russell Crowe presumably filmed his pieces in monk-like seclusion, having no idea what he was putting his name to. Enough said.
The true beauty of Man of Steel – for, like the dung beetle, is not every box office success a creature of great, nay staggering uphill allure? – comes not by way of its acting or plot, nor even though its faeces-snowballing infidelity to the epic if dated charm of the original Superman, but rather in the childishly demanding and indulged, tantrum-flung, smash-it-up/knock-it-down preponderance of action scenes. (Although, misnomer: “action” suggests that something must be happening, which in this, drawn-out instance is rather like saying that a leaking tap must be exciting. And yes, action scenes go towards plot, so to put them in a separate category is in some measure to dissemble, but there’s plot and there’s beyond plot, capisce? And thus Superman dons his new-look suit and blasts off into a whole new state of mindlessness: irresistible force meets indestructible object and fails either to find a chokehold or gouge out its eyes; a veritable cornucopia for addlepated click-click-shoot-’em-up, where’s-the-cheat-key, gaming junkies.) The Kryptonians may be an advanced race – indeed, Zod styles his hair as a genetically imbrued warrior par excellence – yet the epitome of their military might seems to be flinging each other around like martial artists giving Jackson Pollock a good working-over. This, of course, has absolutely no effect on the throwee, and so achieves little else beyond mild catharsis for the thrower and the spec-crapular mass destruction of everything else in the vicinity. Truth be told, watching documentary footage of a wrecking-ball would provide far greater entertainment, and as the carnage spreads and the yawns widen, one cannot help but fondly remember the old Roger Ramjet cartoons, where the fight scenes were deemed too expensive to animate and so were covered up by speech-bubble smoke clouds of “Bam!”, “Pow!”, “Ouch!”, “Hurt!”, et cetera. Ramjet, as he told us each episode, would take a Proton Energy Pill, which would give him the power of twenty atom bombs for a period of twenty seconds… which is more than the desperate humans (well, the American constituent, at any rate; no-one else bothers) ever manage to bring against the alien invaders attempting to hard-boil terraform planet Earth. Given homo saps’ ingenious rise from opposable-thumbed new-bods to bloated-tic warlords with the nuclear capacity to destroy the world n-fold-times/squared, one cannot help but wonder why Superman’s adopted race is fighting back with just a couple of helicopters and some rat-a-tat-tat, handheld guns. (At a pinch, this might be because the Russians and the Chinese and the militant Kiwis and everyone else in our global, trigger-happy population have been utterly stupefied by the sight of Zod and Superman hammer-throwing each other ad nauseam through buildings and a glittering panorama of girder-strewn camera angles.) But this, if you stop to think about it, is a terribly au fait piece of scripting. What did the original Superman do? Outrun trains? Stop the odd bullet? Jump in and out of phone booths and maybe fly around the planet a few times? Ha! He might as well have been wearing a nappy. In modern, whiz-bang times, Clark Kent (remember him?) is possessed of an alter-ego who can smash through skyscrapers again and again and – copy and paste – again; and then, in case the audience missed it the first time or thought it could sneak off en masse to the bathroom, the technology exists to have he and Zod hang up a “back in ten minutes” sign and then repeat the whole concrete-in-a-blender fight scene in an impromptu extended mega-mix medley of interminable pointlessness; and – well, that was probably enough, but because the film was edited late at night and there wasn’t enough coffee, and so nobody was quite sure whether there was a much-needed fight scene reprise, well, why not put in a third helping, just in case? Oh, and make it just that extra bit longer…
Whereas The Blues Brothers set a record for most cars crashed in a single movie, and The Blues Brothers 2000 then broke that record in a splendiferous lampooning of itself, Man of Steel adopts something of an undertaker’s seriousness in storyboarding a two hour, twenty-three minute Homerian epic of Freudian id lambast and cod flagellation. Even when the carnage does eventually end – dismal grey dollops draining lumpily into the marshes of the Styx – it then kicks off again (the proverbial bull in a china shop), taunting one’s sense of self and whispering insidiously, trying to coax one’s internal organs into shutting down. Hysteria by this stage has well and truly set in, so when the bad guys finally cark it (a lethal dose of Computer Generated Indifference, cracked from the vial of old age) and Superman, who presumably refused to help clean up all the rubble, swats down a surveillance satellite and has General Swanwick mustering the classically self-obsessed national retort, “How do we know you won’t one day act against America’s interests?” (while keeping a straight face, no less), several kidneys already have been extracted into popcorn containers and the audience is clutching at its proverbial sides, rolling about in stitches.
Poetic justice may thus be served, and the American way redefined; one thing’s for sure, though: there’s no “s” – and certainly not a stylised, signet ring capital “S” – in “truth”. Word is, in fact, that they’re planning a sequel; tagline: not for all the choc-krypton’ice in the world. Superman versus Batman, and maybe throw in Godzilla. All hope (Kryptonian or otherwise) is lost.—Reviewed by Jacob Edwards
Star Trek Into Darkness isn’t a good film. It is a prime example of Hollywood’s preoccupation with pure throwaway “event” movies. It is senseless, idiotic, and stupid. It’s a cheap microwave meal, a fake tan and an alcohol free pint, all in one. It seems as though the flood of pre-release marketing was needed, as word of mouth would certainly damage ticket sales, and the powers that be at Paramount knew this.
To write a completely detailed breakdown of this movie would anger me. To have to tell you how Spock, standing in the heart of a volcano with a “cold fusion” bomb insists he shouldn’t be rescued before the bomb goes off, in case the indigenous humanoid life see the Enterprise, and thus he becomes responsible for breaking Starfleet’s hallowed “Prime Directive” even posthumously is jarring to my common sense, as the silly Vulcan is breaking the bloody PD by interfering with the natural eruption of the volcano anyway. That, and the fact the bomb could have been transported into the volcano in the first place, as Spock is transported out after activating it.
Meanwhile, Kirk and McCoy, disguised (for disguised, read wearing hoods) distract the indigenous humanoids that are quite content with some ceremony anyway, by stealing a sacred scroll of some sort. They’re chased through the jungle and jump off a very high cliff into the ocean, (the CGI impact doesn’t look right at all, and is mistimed) thus bringing the humanoids to the site of the Enterprise (it’s hiding underwater). The ship emerges as suddenly reaction thrusters work under water, and there’s a lot of open mouthed humanoids staring at the thing rising from the ocean. There then follows one of the most stupid segues ever committed to film. A humanoid draws a perfect plan view of the Enterprise into the dirt, which then fades perfectly to a shot of the ship in space. Crikey! That humanoid’s ability to draw from memory with such precision is quite simply unbelievable to the extreme.
I feel my head shaking slowly as I recall Kirk being removed of command for breaking the PD, then some angry-looking guy appearing in a gyro/shuttle/copter thing, and turning a meeting of Starfleet’s top brass into splintering glass and wood with bullets. My eyebrows rise as I remember Kirk using a hose – yep, a hose taken from a cupboard in a wall to bring the copter down. No sprinklers or fire extinguishers here people, no modern, sorry, futuristic method of putting out fires for Starfleet it seems. “Oh yeah,” I hear them cry from the back row, “you’re forgetting dear reviewer; this is an alternate reality/history Star Trek.” Oh, so that’s all alright then, matey.
So, Kirk’s now back in command as quickly as he was removed, because poor Captain Pike’s dead, and everybody’s not at all happy. Spock spends the majority of the film being very grumpy – something to do with his relationship with Uhura not going as smoothly as he expected (perhaps it’s something to do with the fact that poor Vulcans only have intimate relations every seven years?) and we are forced to watch the frowning Vulcan adopt a very superior attitude – his only way of dealing with the strops it seems. When Karl Urban’s excellent anti-gravity eyebrowed impersonation of DeForest Kelly’s take on Bones appears on the bridge, the whole thing just falls into a parody, and ironically reminded me of the rather good Galaxy Quest, rather than the rather excellent original Star Trek.
Kirk and co. are ordered by Admiral Marcus, played by an equally as miserable as Spock Peter Weller, to go and kill that nasty John Harrison man that shot up Starfleet, and given new-fangled photon torpedoes to do the job. Scotty, unable to scan inside the things decides he won’t do as he’s told and resigns, because he’s unsure if the torpedoes are safe – so much for the chain of command then, and the fact they’ve come from Starfleet itself. The Enterprise tracks the nasty man to Klingon space, where for some reason he’s hiding on the Klingon planetoid of Kronos. Kirk then decides he won’t do as he’s told and goes to capture the nasty man, rather than kill him. There’s then a direct homage to Return of the Jedi as Kirk’s shuttle flies through a lot of Klingon plumbing, reminiscent of the Millennium Falcon flying into the second Death Star, replete with an impact as it turns 45 degrees. Perhaps the effects team were misinformed by J.J. which franchise they were working on. God help Star Wars.
Down on Kronos the Klingons are rather useless at anything resembling combat which is a bit of a shame, as the nasty man stands in full view without cover, shooting all the poor Klingons as blasts of phaser fire miss him completely. So much for them being a threat to Starfleet. I must mention their costumes here. They’re all wearing full face masks/helmets for some reason, and when they reveal themselves they really are quite un-Klingon like. Probably why the masks were used, simply for the reveal.
It all gets a little boring from then on, as the nasty man who’s very angry and miserable decides his real name is Khan. Oh gasp! We all see what J.J.’s up to now, he’s trying to remake The Wrath of Khan – except the original Khan had a back-story, and the original character had every good reason to be miserable having been stranded on a planet that shifted its orbit and made the weather rather odd, that, and witnessing the death of his wife. J.J.’s “Khan” however is just one dimensional – it’s not the character’s or actor’s fault really, he’s been written into existence with just too short a time to justify his violent misery and constant frown, and that’s exactly what the actor has to play with.
There’s then a big spaceship battle with a lot of special effects where Scotty comes to the rescue, having been called up by Kirk on his communicator across Klingon and Federation space while he’s sitting in a bar. They both must be on the Trek equivalent of that new EE network.
All’s well that ends well, apart from the fact that Doctor McCoy really is a miracle worker by the end. Oh for the love of all that’s good and holy! I wonder if this little “get out of jail free card” will be used in subsequent Star Trek movies, or conveniently forgotten? Ya see, J.J., you’re now in an enviable position to once and for all eradicate the “Red Shirt” problem permanently! There’s not a great deal of depth to this aspect of the storyline, obviously no Vulcan mind meld to enable Spock to walk around even more confused and angry, with Kirk’s conscience rattling around in his head. Spock’s use of the “KHHHHHAAAAN!” line from The Wrath of Khan provided my fellow cinema goers with a snigger, as it just didn’t seem right. Probably because it wasn’t.
I was really hoping this film would deliver on all levels. Yes, it’s pretty to look at, but so are TV ads for dog food and even car insurance nowadays. I had hoped J.J. and his team of creatives would come up with something innovative, something original, but sadly have decided to “adapt” perhaps the best of the original movies into an incoherent muddle, kinda like looking over someone’s shoulder during an exam and copying answers and writing them down as their own work, all completely out of context and lacking relevant detail.
F minus. Fail.—Reviewed by Howard Watts
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PILGRIMS AT THE WHITE HORIZON
It began with The Mercury Annual; it ends here!
Kidresh, Mopatakeh and Dreest, panicked Tharles of Razalia, separated from Earth by vast distances and untold layers of reality, are determined to contact their maker, the one who left their world unfinished.
That wasn’t Keith Huxtable, expert handyman, but since he’s just about the only person who remembers their world’s fleeting appearance in a 1950s comic strip, he’s the one they’ve got pegged!
The unfinished bits are spreading. Eating away at Razalia. Beings are falling in and they don’t come out. Can Keith fix it? And get back home in time to save his comics collection and his marriage?
A tribute to the magic of British annuals! A father and daughter in an intergalactic adventure beyond imagination! The story you weren’t expecting but will never forget! Pilgrims at the White Horizon. Available on Amazon on Kindle and in paperback.