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It was nearly midnight at Zenith, Last orders. I waved over the bar. A band of red light jumped into my palm. Gestures like this used to piss them off. Barman sensed I still had money in there and floated over. One more Aphrodisiac I said. The cocktail that is. I drank ‘em as quick as they made ‘em back then. 

Mars wasn’t green yet, but it was early days. Looked to my glass and tasted the last of the cinnamon and butterscotch on my tongue. Couldn’t appreciate another. Was at the edge of the abyss. Ran the glass over the holoplate and the blue green light came through. Paid my tab and got up. Turned away from the TV screen and the mission reports. Twenty-five humans living on Mars now, and hardly anyone sat down to think about just how incredible that was. Too much going on down here on Earth to think about it.

Some kids were crowding this old guy in the corner, laughing. I had nothing better to do, so I joined them, to see what the fuss was about. He said something about small mindedness, the kids poked at him some more. Guy tweaked his lapels and broke free. Moved to the empty dance floor. I asked him why the kids were bothering him.

“No time for magic,” he said. I asked him what sort of magic. He told me it was too late in the day. Asked me to come back the next day, few hours before sundown, so I did. Looking back, I think he was testing my faith.

Sure, I’d already had a few before he showed the next night, but I know what I saw. He ordered my drink for me, a Godfather.

“Lasts longer,” he said. “Lots to talk about.”

He walked me to the beer garden, pointed at the sun. Held a cigar out in one hand. Asked me to give him eight minutes, I laughed at the specificity, sat down anyway. People were staring from inside, pointing, but they got bored soon enough. We became shadowy figures under the pink sky.  

He asked if I needed a light too, waved the cigar in the air. I said no, asked what the magic was. He just smiled like an idiot, like he was in on a joke I hadn’t figured out yet. Asked me to wait. He closed his eyes and looked as if he was meditating. He scrunched up his face once, twice, and opened his eyes again. I asked him what we were doing out here.

“Waiting,” he said. “Most people turn away from the beautiful things because they won’t wait for them to reveal themselves.”

He invited me to look at the setting sun, I declined, and he laughed, as if he forgot it burns your eyes. He looked up intently, smiled to himself.

Said her name was Sol, the sun that is. Said he could speak to her. Had to be outside he said. Had to be a line of sight between em. He was building excuses case the trick failed. I’ve been scammed before. I checked my watch. It had been seven painful, drawn-out minutes. Nothing’s happened I said. He gave me that stupid smile again. Then a laser beam broke the air between the sun and the cigar. It was only for a second, like lightning, a line drawn between the sun and the cigar, then it was gone. I almost didn’t think it was real, but the tip of the cigar was red hot. He flicked it into his mouth and inhaled sharply.

He told me people said matches are better than lighters, but he thought sunlight was better than both. He laughed and his wrinkles deepened. He said he didn’t have to think about angles or that sort of thing, it just happens. Takes eight minutes to get here but it happens. Like walking, we never think about the angle of our feet. It’s just instinct. He had an instinct to burn.

I started thinking about the power. He could do anything. He could power cities, kill people. All that just to light a cheap cigar and show off to some drunk stranger. I asked him why he didn’t use this power for anything else, if it was real. He said he’d be shot. Easy answer. I asked him if it took eight minutes for light to get here why didn’t it take another eight for his thoughts to get there. He laughed. I thought it was a big question, but he just laughed. Blew smoke in my face. Said something about the speed of thought, their minds locked. Said the sun knew at the same time because there’s no time between them. They’re parts to the same organ. He rambled a lot.

Now I don’t know much about science, but it sounds like bullshit to me I said. Asked him if he had a flying machine or something with a laser rifle, positioned high up, in the sun’s sunset beams, so I couldn’t see it without eclipse glasses or something. He practically choked when he laughed at me, said that was too clever, too complicated. Wouldn’t work.

“The truth is always elegant,” he said. I stared at the sun, Sol, and wondered. He asked if I wanted a cigar now, if I’d changed my mind. I said yeah.

“Thought you’d change your mind,” he said. A flick of his finger produced another cigar from the packet, holding it aloft. Another sunbeam lasered its way through space, between satellites, through the atmosphere, between planes and birds and finally ended its cosmic journey at the tip of that cigar. There was no wait this time, it didn’t make sense.

“There’s not another window for a while. Sol knows where all things are, where they will be, where they should be,” he explained. “Ordered your light beam just after mine.” He passed me the cigar. “Sunlit tobacco,” he said. Told me he was a poet for a time, but he’d always struggled socially. Had some success then vanished, escaped the limelight.

Sunlit tobacco... He was right; it was better than all else. The cheapness of the brand was irrelevant, transcended by the ignition. The thing almost felt alive, as if mother nature herself had breathed pure white energy onto my tongue. As I sucked back the flavour of it I felt myself imagining another Earth, one covered in giant mushrooms, millipedes the size of small cars. I fell backwards, my spine rattling over the shell of an ammonite, my soul sliding into a volcanic vent. I saw life emerging from bubbles, DNA knitting itself together. I was a surfer on a solar flare returning to Sol. I looked back at the bar, at the paving slabs and neon signs, the people and their clothes and their culture, their language. I realised now it’s all software. It ain’t real, not one bit of it. Even this conversation we’re having right now, it ain’t real. It’s reality encoded into soundwaves or particles or electrons and translated back into a dream, and that dream contains the world.

I was a vampire on a vein of light. I thought that right then, wondered about saying it for a while, said it. He laughed. Said I was a poet too.

We sat in the garden for some time. He told me about when he first spoke to her. How she was his first love. How girlfriends came and went but never understood him. He said he’d been here before, on Earth, before this body. He was a fragment of the old sun’s mind that never died out. That great fireball up there wasn’t him, but she was at the same time. It was deeper than soulmates, more intimate than he could describe in human words. I found that interesting. Human words. Such an odd way to describe his own language.

He told me he had been all sorts of animals. That long ago he remembered being an ant that had immolated itself with this newfound power, cremating its own nest in a suicidal act of rebellion. He had been a bird that used a laser to vaporise the reptile that had eaten his eggs, and he had been an oviraptor stalking the highlands of some ancient landmass. Before then he had misty memories of life as a trilobite, and told me he still felt the ache of the sand collapsing down upon him, that he had a dim understanding that his old corpse was in a shop somewhere in Whitby, but that he didn’t want to find her. I took another sip of the Godfather cocktail and inhaled sharply, taking in the evening air.

In all his lives he had played the part of a
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