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About Tidelands

Tidelands is an ongoing sci-fi & fantasy serial currently being published every Friday on Substack. Part 4: The Sleepers collects together episodes 51–64. Once you’ve finished, you can sign up here to follow the next episodes:
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PERCY DESCENDS for some time – how far, he can’t tell, the lift’s walls having no panels or floor indicators, no buttons to press, and his interface displaying only a downward-pointing arrow fading in and out. 

When the doors reopen, there is no one there to greet him, just the same slowly pulsing arrow, now superimposed horizontally upon the unpolished concrete floor of a long narrow corridor, dimly lit from small bulbous orange lamps that blister its bare walls and ceiling like some bubonic contagion. As he follows the gently sloping path upwards, the arrow bends slowly out of sight to the left, its curve straightening as the corridor nears a rectangle of frigid-blue light some way ahead, where it finally disappears, having deposited him at his apparent destination.

He has emerged into a huge shallow basin, banked up on each side like the terraces of a stadium. Periodically spaced lights set into the low ceiling suffuse the claustrophobic space with the same cool-blue radiance promised from the corridor below, and suddenly he is aware of how cold it is, his smoking breath blending with the refrigerated air that ghosts along the floor like graveyard mist. In the exact centre sits a circular dais hosting an intricate structure, and all around, along the terraces and surrounding the central podium, a countless number of oblong-shaped semi-translucent glass tubes. In size and shape they resemble hyperbaric chambers; in the manner of their array, ancient transistors, connected as on a circuit board by a profusion of peculiar, organic-looking char-black cables, veined through with incandescent reds and neon blues. The rows of cases dwindle away into the foggy distance, as if they might go on forever.

He stops before one of them, wipes the misted glass: the face of a young girl, a shock of red forelock pasted across an alabaster brow, eyes twitching spasmodically under closed lids. He moves on, examines another, and another: the same story, played out across age, gender, race.

But not uniquely. He stops before another case, wipes: the same alabaster brow, another lock of red hair. Of course. He looks around: so many. Caulden couldn’t have abducted them all – culled from the city’s discarded flotsam, no doubt, but so many even of the dispossessed would have been missed by the authorities – eventually.

Abi was right. He has been cloning them.

Percy makes his way to the apparent nucleus of this strange nexus, a raised circular platform upon which sits a slightly more elaborate form of glass enclosure, but even as he nears some part of him knows what he will find when he wipes the fogged pane: another sleeping figure, its face unmistakable. It is the dead girl, Eva, lying composed, expectant, like the princess in the fairy tale – and all around her the witch-bewitched court. But some instinct whispers that things are unlikely to play out the way that story ends.

And what is the purpose of all of this? Some mad science experiment? And why so many? It’s incredible that Caulden has managed to keep it all hidden. Which is where Friedler comes in, Percy guesses, for nothing slips by the Mayor’s notice. So what’s his price, his cut?

[We discern your puzzlement, Inspector.]

He spins around, scanning the cases, the terraces, but there is no one there, no movement, and nothing and no one has followed him. So who has spoken?

[Shall we put you out of your misery?]

The voice again. It is the director’s. But it’s coming from inside his head. Caulden must have hacked his implant.

“I thought we were going to play Sabotage, Director.” 

[All in good time. We thought first you might like to see the little project we’ve been working on.]

“Sure. Why don’t you come out and tell me all about it?”

No reply.

His eyes continue to scour the terraces. But the wizard is content to remain behind his curtain, for now.

“I was promised an in-person meeting, a face-to-face.”

[Ah, everyone wants a face! The personal touch. Why is that? So unnecessary, really. When everything can be done without faces; without bodies, even.]

There: the flit of a shadow; a terrace halfway up the bank to his left, out of which juts a small balcony. Percy moves his hand into his jacket pocket, fingers the reassuring presence of the stun baton, and starts to climb. Maybe if he can keep Caulden talking, can creep up on him – wherever he is – there might be no need for force.

[It’s caused quite a bit of mental strain, you know, all this. The … the challenge to our world view. The things we’ve seen! You wouldn’t believe the half of it, Inspector. You really wouldn’t.]

“You might be surprised. I’m quite broad minded.”

[Ah, that’s what we thought! About Caulden, that is. But it turns out the broadness of one’s mind is not an adequate defence against … Is not a …]

The “we” again, he notes. But isn’t this Caulden? The voice goes quiet again.

“Against what, Director?”

He is nearing the row of the balcony.

[But we do think we’re finally getting somewhere,] Caulden suddenly resumes.

“And where is that, exactly?” Percy asks. He reaches the row and begins to work his way along. “What’s the purpose of all of this? How do all these …” – what should he call them? Abductees? Experiments? “How do they come into it?”

[You know, we never used to believe in Naturals. Maybe part of us still doesn’t. Superstition, gullibility, carnival tricks and stage magic. Or else mere statistical coincidence. Can’t be real – can it? What is the medium, Inspector? Hmm? No pun intended! But what is—you’re a man of science, aren’t you? With your little … pathanalysis units. You know that a mind cannot simply read another mind – not without a medium! But look! Look at all this … Christ, what is this shit, you know? It’s like something out of an old fucking B movie. It’s—ha! It’s not natural! And She least of all.]

Percy’s head fills with a high-pitched giggle, which, together with the disintegration of the Director’s usually crisp diction into incoherence and vulgarity, doesn’t bode well. Mental strain, perhaps, as he’s said. But from what? What has Caulden been up to?

“So all these people – they’re Naturals? What purpose do they serve?”

[Amplification! You see, the Queen needs her colony – and the colony needs a Queen.]

“What queen?”

Another pregnant pause.

“Well, I’m sure this can all be worked out, Director. Why don’t we go somewhere and chat about it?”

He reaches the balcony; to his right, its lip extends out a few metres from the terrace – but it’s empty. To his left, a darkened recess retreats into a space behind.

“Hello?”

He begins to move inside, his hand closing around the baton in his pocket.

“Director?”

He edges further in, waiting for his eyes to adjust. There is a fluctuation in the density of shadow, a movement.

And a form looms out at him.

But not the Director’s.
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THE LITTLE CHAPERDRONE is punching above its weight. The dead bodyguard has become a shuttlecock between it and the two larger house-security drones as his body is hurled, parried back and propelled once more through the main doorway. This short rally buys Squirrel just enough time to step over the other, still unconscious guard and down towards the smaller door at the far end of the room, between the dining table and the wall of mounted heads, and out into the corridor that leads to the Menagerie.

[Go!]

She looks back, but the mental voice is different somehow, and Camillo’s now unmoving form suggests him to be an unlikely candidate.

The little drone bustles behind her, fighting a rearguard action against the superior might of the house drones – but it is quicker, smarter, as she herself knows smaller things must learn to be, and it is laying obstacles behind them: bookcases are toppled; the door heaved off its hinges, lifted and thrown back to block the entrance – for a moment, at least – and it is pushing her on, its forcefield a prod in her back.

[Run!]

The voice is not Camillo’s; it is the drone’s.

And so she runs. They reach the cells, their inhabitants stirring, some rising to press themselves against the glass as she hurtles by, aware that something new, something interesting is afoot.

[Turn right at the end!]

She turns, and the moment she does so behind her erupts an ear-splitting crash, followed by another, and another, as howls, shrieks and screeches fill the air.

[That should keep them busy.]

The drone moves ahead of her, leading the way, and stumbling breathless through labyrinthine twists of darkened passageway, Squirrel is soon disorientated – are they still inside the house? Beneath it? Whatever the case, their path trends steadily downward, at one point becoming a rough-hewn route through a tunnel slick with moisture, its uneven floor strewn with dirt and rubble, before rising again into wood-panelled corridors. And all along which the noise behind them has not abated but increased, as to the discordant symphony of screech and crash are added the cries of men and the stuttering bursts of gunfire.

[Keep up!]

They turn a corner and almost collide with a heavyset man running in the other direction, a weapon brandished before him; they stand frozen a moment in mutual surprise, until the chaperdrone lifts and propels him neatly backward out the door through which he’s come – and which turns out to lead into the main hallway, where a group of armed men look round at their entrance.

[Duck!]

She doesn’t need telling twice, crouching down and scurrying into the shelter of the side of the main stairway just as shards of plaster explode above her head. A large house-security drone joins the party from an adjoining room, and the chaperdrone is kept busy in another tug of wills involving potted plants, hatstands, mirrors, and whatever makeshift projectiles are to hand, the demise of each sending a lacerating swirl of detritus scything through the air, until the entrance hall begins to resemble the aftermath of a hurricane. And all of which leaves them no closer to what she assumes is their goal: the front doors.

[I can’t
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