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 Chapter
One

In the
beginning, the world was a raging firestorm, formless, swirling and
blindingly hot. A living creature would have been destroyed in the
hellish maelstrom, charred beyond belief, cooked and broiled and
roasted until it caught fire, adding its own stored energy into the
rest of the universe.

Light was
everywhere, everything. It filled all voids. Any vacuoles left by a
rippling surge of heat acted as intensifying prisms, marking out
the only real contrast in the bubbling cosmos, appearing one second
only to be swallowed up or dispersed the next. Nothing lasted,
nothing remained constant.

A Physicist may
point to the universe and question how it could be so, from where
the energy to move and mix came, how it could be so hot. Taking out
a thermometer he might try to judge the temperature in a
quantifiable way but, having no reference point against which to
measure, he deftly changes his mind to ponder something else. He
could go on to question the fabric. Such questions are dangerous,
because they can drive one insane. They start off simply enough.
They promise to yield graceful fruits, succinct nuggets of
satisfying knowledge that allow for a peaceful night’s sleep.

The reality of
those questions is a lot more sinister. They burrow into the mind,
drilling down through the cerebral cortex to implant themselves
into the older, time weary matter, dropping their roots throughout
and sucking upon the goodness within to feed themselves.

And then they
grow. They grow, pushing their tendrils of doubt and wonder up, up
through the layers again, marking trails of wonder that heal into
scars. The mind becomes a network of unanswered riddles, a roadmap
of illogical twists and turns that warp curious thoughts that
happen clumsily upon them. It is a dangerous mind that leaves them
untended.

The wounds from
the infectious weed become too much to bear for a scientific mind.
A rigid analysis is simply not enough to combat the inexhaustible
paths that could be followed. Without a proper basis, it is all too
abstracted. Without care, the Physicist metamorphoses into a
Philosopher. He questions the nature of the existence, starting,
naturally enough perhaps, from a human point of view.

It was not a
painful existence.

It was not
really an existence at all, for an existence would imply a measure
of difference from the environment, something to discern a
disparity. Perhaps some kind of form, something to point to so as
to get a relative measure. There was no form, apart from the
occasional inclusion of a foreign particle, or a bubble of
turbulent gas, neither of which remained present long enough to
present as something solid. The universe consisted of liquid and
gas, fluids of matter, mixing and churning, mixing again, now
coalescing, now separating.

The
Philosopher, watching on, questions whether or not there are
abstractions in the world. Is there room for love in this universe?
Is there room for intelligence? If the existence does not have any
other discernible yardstick against which to measure tangible
facets, such as temperature or time or motion, can it be implied
that there is nothing for the intangible to be divined?

And if
this, he continues, if this is the case, then either those
intangible properties do not exist at all, or they must exist
outside of the constraints of the physical cosmos and, he may
reason, since the former is false the latter must be true. For this
existence, at least. And what of time?

Time continued
on. A millisecond? A century? Who could say? Since existence
continued, it seemed only right that time should as well,
considering how intertwined they appeared to be. The hardest part
was discovering just how much time had elapsed. Not that it
mattered. Since there was nothing but a claustrophobic sea of fluid
bathed in a uniform light, the presence of time and its usual
consequences meant little.

And this was
how it was forever and a day, until the world began to cool. The
energy that had been floating so freely and uniformly began to
disperse. The light shone less brightly, dimming more and more
until it was hardly a reddish glow. To where did the energy go? And
what of the light? And what will happen next? The Philosopher holds
his head in agony as the weeds he left untended spring forth again.
The Physicist intrepidly steps into the void, straightens his tie
and adjusts his spectacles. The world is becoming more familiar,
more tangible, and this presents fewer problems with which he
cannot deal.

As he watches
he finds that the appearance of inclusions is more frequent. With
patience, he can measure dimensions. Bubbles of hot gas all but
disappear and a few flecks of what could pass as solid matter
appear. He smiles to himself, nodding at the obvious conclusion
that this cosmos does indeed have differences within itself, with
each particle acting as a unique, individual particle. Although
they appear uniform, and although the properties of each, if
interrogated separately, would appear exactly the same, and
although they could be passed off as interchangeable in some
greater, macroscopic sense, at this level they were individual.

This
individuality arose from differences, and the differences denied
equality. For while the potential of each particle may have been
indistinguishable from a raw philosophical standpoint, the cold
realities of geometry and composition necessitated that each
particle was its own, and that it was separate from its
neighbours.

The collective
motion of the particles decreased. About the inclusions that had
precipitated they clustered, discovering a new way to arrange
themselves. It was orderly, for starters. Each particle fell in
line with the next, adjusting and wriggling itself to find the most
comfortable position. They were tired, it seemed, like an army that
had been fighting haphazardly against an invisible enemy, called
back to regroup and fall in line.

Dutifully the
ranks were filled in all dimensions, and dimensions there were,
notes the Physicist, to the Philosopher's diffident shrug. Freedom
of motion became limited. Like a cancer, the rigidity spread,
rushing through the liquid, causing everything in its path to
conform to a well-defined pattern. At the same time a crushing
pressure manifested.

It was felt on
all side, by all particles. It was singular in that it rhythmically
churned and pulsed, compression and rarefaction in alternating
sequence, providing an obscure sense of time that had hitherto been
lacking. The Physicist introspects the Philosopher warily,
wondering how something outside reality could provide such a
squeeze and, at the same time, drain the heat from the world.

The cosmos of
fluid was rapidly turning into the cosmos of solid. By now the
light was gone, the liquid froze solid, and the Bullet, confused
and dazed, was formed.

It was not a
fully-fledged bullet, yet. There were many processes to go before
it could fulfil its duty. Its trials had only just begun.

 



 Chapter
Two

It was merely a
slug of lead, measured, rolled and pressed into a rough shape,
having just the right amount of weight to it, just the right amount
of volume. The measures taken in the factory over the years it had
been in operation had painstakingly refined the process until it
could guarantee the quality of its merchandise to a quantifiable,
satisfactory level. Samples were taken at every stage of the
manufacturing process, from the quality of the raw ingredients to
the ratios of alloys, from the temperature reached when melting and
forming to the pressures realised when rolling or grinding or
shaping.

And at each
stage, an indicative sample would be removed to test for the
various properties of the finished product. A potential round, keen
to show its worth, would be summoned by an overseer and placed in a
hardness tester, or examined under a microscope, or deformed under
a pneumatic load. Each test would, of course, be adjusted to the
determined use of the type of round being made.

This testing
followed through the entire chain up to, and including, the end
product. Lying in neat piles, ready to be packaged and sent on
their way, round after shiny round sat glistening in their crates,
cartridges attached, awaiting their fate. And at regular intervals
the Foreman's hand would reach in, select three at random, note
their process id on a small tab of paper and drop it, and them,
into a sealed container for examination by a Tester.

With all the
ceremony of a royal court, the Foreman would carry the collective
containers, along with their identifying tabs, up the stairs,
through his overseeing office with its hazy, glass panes, slanted
out at an angle to give a greater impression of dominance, to the
grand door on the back wall.

There he would
knock three times, more out of habit that anything else, although
it never crossed his mind what he would do should he have knocked
only twice, and turned the elegantly crafted handle on the door.
The handle was singular, in that it was of a baroque design,
complete with filigrees and oversized leaves, quite out of place
with the simplistic styling of the Foreman's office. It came from a
time when artisans ruled the world, plying their trade with a
careful, meticulous deliberateness, making every piece they touched
a reflection of their own mind.

It defined the
border between the Foreman's world, that noisy, steam-filled
factory floor, with its valves and heat and piping, and a world of
serenity and tranquillity. The Boss hardly ever came onto the
factory floor and, if he ever did, it would be to look out aloof
from the slanted panes, to cast a wandering eye across the stations
below, to validate that things were running just as smoothly as the
Foreman said they were. He would ask a couple of questions, mostly
about rates and errors, nod as he listened sagely to the Foreman's
words, although he had already read the daily report, and ask a few
more refining inquiries as to the nature of the various lines of
production. A muttered word here, and pat on the back there, and
the Boss would retire to his office once more to check over the
books and make informed decisions.

If he was
in a good mood, he may ask about the workers there, who that
gentleman was, from where he came and for how long he had been
working in the factory. The Foreman would oblige his questions
dutifully, knowing full well that the Boss' use of the word
gentleman
was not in the least bit
sincere.

Not that he
minded. As Foreman he, too, needed to balance the niceties of
society with the reality of business: People were there to work,
not to talk. Like the rounds they produced, should the worker be
unsuitable, unsatisfactory, if they failed to fire, so to speak,
then they were to be dismissed. There were so many others who would
happily work in that suffocating environment, next to the brass
boilers and ceramic crucibles, trading their time and skills for
another tuppence.

He came into
the Boss' resplendent office, being careful not to walk on the red
carpet, or spend too long admiring the dark paintings on the wall,
or make eye contact with the Accountant who sat, as always, at his
little desk, spectacles on, hunched over his pages. Not for the
first time he caught himself wondering if the
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