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Prologue - The Ebb Tide
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Dueteron:> acquire narrative... done

Dueteron:> isolate historical character... done Dueteron:> spool memory leaf dated 300-2402... done Dueteron:> acquire avatar... done

Dueteron:> set support avatars, set avatarsX narrative 100 years from each other... done

Dueteron:> run support avatars from EarthGov memory leaf... done

Dueteron:> set mode read-only... done

Dueteron:> [loading...] -y [non verbose] -p [hologram disabled] -y

Dueteron:> note to self [sub-routine priority 43,005,681] <note begins: Subject; historical personalities Declan Hall, born 18-

11-1979, died 11-07-2019, reanimated 26-03-2087. No further date regards the status of subject after 082-2402.

Interrogation EarthGov death certificate... done

No documentation exists

Possibility subject still active... remote 6.432% Possibility subject still in Sol System... remote 19.113% Dueteron:> sub-routine query:> Subject has security Red0013 alert on access, report spool to EarthGov, relay report? -n [suppress]

Dueteron:> sub-routine Dueteron2 query:> Why important? [ignore query -y]

Play memory leaf... note ends> Dueteron:> Can you hear me? Avatar:> Yes, who are you?

Dueteron:>It is difficult to explain. [set primary response

Dueteron1 <internal monologue> -y] Avatar:> What do you want?

Dueteron1:> I want you to tell me everything you can remember about you. About the people in your life, about what happened. Avatar:> That will take some time [laughs] Do you have time? Dueteron1:> All the time in the world.

Avatar:> Where do you want me to start?

Dueteron1:> Oh? Anywhere really, at your own time and in your own words. I will fill in the prompts without you knowing. I need to understand you.

Avatar:> [spool Reader AI] I guess you do have all the time in the world. <refer point 082-2402 median, initiate Reader AI, begins... done>

<concatenate support avatars, interleave virtual environments, spoolreader AI | main dialogue... done>

The wind whipped the sand up into small eddies of sparkling grit that glittered sharply in the space between my eye and the horizon. I tried to remember what colour it would be, maybe blue, perhaps green, possibly some mixture of both. I can’t see colour anymore, none of us can. I remember colour, I guess at colour; usually correctly, but I don’t see it anymore.

You must understand this, and so many other things. I am haunted by language, like I am by colour. I use ghost words and ghost colours to make you understand what I no longer need to. I remember and guess at what or who you are. I will tell you this in your words, so that you are eased. I have been asked to tell my story, and I will try, with all my ghosts and all my guesses and memories. I have to start somewhere... somehow.

Elsabeth warned me you would try put me in a bottle if you ever caught me, and I suppose that thing is doing exactly that. How much of me will it actually record? No matter, I suppose, let’s get it on with. Where can I find the strongest most recent image? Yes, yes... there...
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Chapter One - Declan, Spring 2319
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I lay on the spit that dammed the warm fresh water of the Breede river from that of the cold, salty sea. The sun rode rampant in the sky, but I could not discern the rays on my skin between the sensations the two different types of water, crisp and salty, warm and brackish. I lay, inert, though I could have stood if I had wanted to and walked or swam to... where? I lifted my head from the shallow water and gulped in a breath of air. Another choice I could make, and I made it instinctively. Breathing exercises were very important to keeping a calm and balanced mind. Like the old Yoga lessons of the last century, breathe deeply in three counts, exhale each time; change nostrils, repeat until the mind is calm.

Except; I had more than one choice. The bubbles escaped my nose and broke the surface of the rivers’ flowing tide. The sun appeared again in my vision. In a few seconds, the sea would send up a cold wave over where I lay and try to spill into the estuary. A few seconds after that, the river would retaliate and send a wash of muddied water over the spit. Then both would stand off as the wind would ruffle the beach sand and air would occupy the space left by the two eternal combatants. I lay positioned on this elemental arena, positioned so I could feel each of the different forces in turn, and exercise my choices. The cold sea water crashed at the base of the beach and slithered up to where I lay. Salt water sluiced my gills. I pressed with my diaphragm and was ready to inhale the fresh water when it came. I say ‘inhale’ and ‘exhale’, but I suppose I should really say ‘suck’ and ‘spit’. Like so many things in my life, language no longer has quite the meaning to describe what has happened in the world in the last decade adequately. Brak water spills over me, I breathe it, taste and spit it out, ready for my next lungful of air.

The tide is low and still ebbing. Soon, there will be no interchange of water, and land and air will rule here for a few hours. Already the sand becomes powdery near my outstretched right hand, whipped by the wind to settle on my skin and coating the webs between my fingers. I pinch in a special way and the nictation membrane covering my eye, my human eye, slides back. My exercise is ending. There has not been a wash of either water for the last three breaths. I clamp muscles in a special way and my gill slits close, trapping moisture against them to stay fresh. I have six or seven hours before they will begin to dehydrate, and another twelve or so before they become damaged.

To my sight, a light grey fog surrounds outlines, textures and edges of either darker grey or lighter grey. Perfect for the depth of the oceans, but limited in the bright day where people live. If I could choose when to meet most of the people I used to be one of, it would be at night. My concerns with dehydration become less, and also my differences are not quite as obvious from a distance. My skin tingles, small vibrations through the sand, North North-East, 200 metres away and moving in my direction. I know who it is already. I have additional senses; built into me when they changed me perhaps, or maybe when they re-directed some of them for my new environment they uncovered older, less used ones. I stood up and waited.

Jaco climbed the summit of the dune and found me watching him. He grinned and sauntered down towards me, thick hair ruffling in the breeze, dark skin smearing with powder sand as he progressed. He had ceased wondering how I knew where people were in the way the young take things for granted very quickly. He was barefoot and wearing only an intricately patterned sarong. The tie-tassels snapped at the air and at his legs as he moved and the wind moved it.

“There you are, visman.” He hailed when he got to ten metres.

I gargled at him, realized what I had forgot and spat water from my lungs. It was fresh water. It frothed on the sand for a few seconds and drained away. “Jaco.” I finished.

“Tomorrow we are sailing again,” He gestured at the swells over my shoulder “Can you come with?”

I shrugged.

“Asseblief? We haven’t finished fixing the two broken ones from last week.” His hands fluttered, tugging on a braid of his sarong. “Ons sal u hulp waardeer.”

“Maybe.” I turned away from him and headed for the surf. I did not feel like talking to him anymore. I knifed through the water and soared down into the depths. I knew I would help, swimming upriver to where the little community docked their boats before first light. I would spend the day ensuring their nets would not snag on the new coral reef that had crept up around their old fishing grounds. If they did, I would pick them off before they were permanently damaged. It takes about two weeks to repair even a moderately damaged net. Two weeks of hunger. A net being repaired is a net that is not catching food for the village. Naturally, the Breede-volk would prefer not to be hungry.

I stopped descending and looked out. If the catch was good tomorrow, they’d have a feast of sorts and dances and stories and I would be invited again. I had always refused before, but perhaps this time...

I awoke suddenly. The dream slipped by and I lost my grip on the unreality and focused on the real. Around me the shelter twinkled with the pale bio-globes, and the silvered surface of the air- trap rippled above me. My quarters on the Agulhas Bank, in the Understation. It was early, I could make it to the Estuary in time. The re-enforced transparent walls revealed me a shoal of sardines drifting closer to the shore, flitting half-asleep on the deep side of the reef. Random motion, resting... they would be feeding soon. Sardines are a species constantly on guard from predation, even as they rested. They would be good fishing if I could match the boats to the shoal.

Agulhas Bank was fifty metres down, on a ledge. The whole area was fairly shallow and covered the size of old France and Spain in what was Western Europe. From my vantage point in the main dome, a great plane extended out in the darkness, peaks rising to the watery mirror of my world: the surface. The world was a different place when I had been born. Agulhas Bank was closer to the surface. I shrugged to no-one and made my way through the chambers of the deserted buildings to the lock.

Agulhas Bank was built like a starfish. A last great National project before the collapse, and EarthGov. South Africans were always inventive, and they built well. I knew the air compressors and the power facilities were operational, save that I had never needed it. I should check on them soon.

When it was abandoned by surface dwelling air breathers, they had hoped it would remain ‘home’ to my kind. What the designers could not reason, was that why would someone like me stay in something like this when a whole ocean beckoned?

I climbed the rungs into the air lock and crossed the dry chamber. The pool that lead to outside shimmered. I always thought it strange that ‘in’ and ‘out’ of this place was dry. Never mind where Agulhas Bank was, or what surrounded it for scores of metres. The sheer fact of having to use my lungs to get in and out of my ‘home’ was insulting. No wonder Cormac and the deep dwellers had left as soon as they could. A constant reminder that this place was built by surface dwellers to suit their needs and their conditions would never make this place a ‘home’ to us.

The tide was high and rising. I crossed the estuary spit three metres below me now the tide was back to normal and continued up a kilometre to where the pier housed the boats. I could feel the feet thumping on the decks of the two small boats that comprised the working fleet of the village, another under repair mounted on stilts up on the bank. Ten, no - eleven people manned the one boat, their motions jerky and anxious.

Sunrise would be inside an hour, and the gloom was still stygian. I realized dimly that I could see them, but they could not see me. I would have to stand next to them while it was this dark before they could see where I was. I had forgotten this.

I moved to Jaco’s boat. It trailed a rope ladder. My claws snagged in the rope, but I managed to climb up. The last crew member of another boat came running up the pier carrying lobster pots and a cloudy glass buoy.

“Waar is hy? Gaan hy kom?” Hailed from the other boat. Where is he? Is he coming? “Hy sal hier wees, Abel.” He will be here. Jaco replied. Around me on his boat, men and women were busy in the dark folding and stowing things, sorting out ropes tugging here pulling there. In front of me was the wheel-house where Jaco stood, leaning forward with his hands cupping his mouth. I moved up the three rungs to stand behind him, quietly, secretly. It was like a game, I was honing my stealth abilities. I felt myself grinning, it had been a long time since I could play with anyone.

“Ons moet nou gaan, Jaco.” We must go now. The voice belonged to Abel, the bearded captain of the other, decommissioned sloop. They obviously couldn’t see each other in the dark. I was amused. I reached out to lay a hand on Jaco’s shoulder.

“Ek weet...Bliksem! Vok!...” Jaco started at my touch and spun around. His shock faded as he saw me standing there in the gloom.

“Wat!... Jaco? Wat?!” Abel called, alarmed.

“Niks! Abel, hy’s hier. Ons kan gaan.” Nothing, Abel. He’s here, we can go. The crew looked up, squinting at the dark mass I must have been, standing next to their captain. A few smiled in the darkness, most started to tug and haul things with more definite movements.

Jaco fiddled with some controls and a small electric motor whirred. Moorings were cast and the boat headed out into the middle of the river. Abel’s boat followed behind. I spat my lungs clear over the side and curled up as much out of the way as I could while everyone else did their jobs getting the boat out to sea.

Past the breakers, the sails unfurled and the boats sailed towards the reef.

Sunrise came and I realized I had been dozing. The crew had taken their places and were handing out tea and snacking on dried fish. The water was a smooth as glass. Jaco stood over me and offered me a steaming cup of sweet, milky tea. I took it and he squatted next to me.

“Thanks.” I muttered. He shrugged.

“The pots are down, we’ll fetch them this afternoon. Any idea on where best to start?”

“A sardine shoal is on the north side of the estuary, about 5 klicks. Good fishing, deep side of the reef.”

“Stefan? You hear?” Jaco called to a silver-blond man watching us. He nodded and moved towards the wheelhouse, the sails fluttered and whipped as we inched along towards my location. Abel called and Stefan answered and he fell in line behind us.

“I am training Stefan to pilot a boat.” Jaco told me while I sipped the tea. “One day we will be able to afford another one and he will need to know something about them.”

“He looks young.” I watched the shoulders stiffen under the thatch of silver hair. He was listening.

“Jah!” Jaco laughed “But then so am I. Not so young as we need to do what we have to, ne? What about you, visman? Each time I try and talk to you, I feel like a child. I don’t know whether you will answer or you will dive over the side. Stefan steers the boat so I will make sure you stay here, even for a little while.”

I handed the cup back to him, still mostly full.

“See, I am as curious as hell. Granny Mosterts says you first started haunting our beaches when she was a little girl. At first everyone didn’t believe you were real. Then when everyone had seen you, they were afraid of you.”

“I never hurt anyone.”

“Nee!” Jaco shook his head, the black tangle moving like kelp in a current “Five years ago, you pulled our sailors from that storm. Do you remember?

“The storm. The drowned men, the boy.” I did remember. Two bodies, claimed by the sea: beyond help. Three men, screaming dragged to shore. Another: a boy, trusting and sensible. The men struggle and resist me. It takes me too long to get them out one at a time. The boy and the last man: too weak for two trips. My lungs are useless now, I cannot speak or I will drown. I show him. He obeys. Small arms around my chest, his face close to my gill slits, he understands.

I drag the last panicked man to the land, more afraid of rescue by me than of death by sea. I return later, a boy standing and watching while I pulled the bodies from the surging sea. Calm. Light eyes, silver hair. Stefan.

“Stefan...”

“Sien?” Jaco gestures to Stefan “Die groot, naakte visman is not a mute animal.” Stefan’s jaw clenches, cheeks hollow “Ek’t so gese...”

“So, visman.” Jaco turns to me “I looked for you whenever I could, never easy... like tracking fish and tried to speak with you.”

A memory tugs at my hands. I reach forward slowly for Jaco’s face. He pulls back. I stop. He nods slightly and places his face between my palms. I am careful my claws do not prick his skin and with my webs spread I feel his forehead and his cheeks.

“Your father... drowned. I feel his face in yours.” The dark brows, tangled hair. Open mouth and staring eyes and waxen flesh. Five years ago. The memory surfaces like a ripple. “He was one of those I could not get to.”

“Jah. Stefan and I lost our men in that storm. My grandfather Danyael and Stefan’s father Frederick You pulled them from the sea so we could say goodbye to them properly under God’s sky.”

“Jaco, Kyk!” Stefan pointed. “Ons is hier.”

Scores of gulls hovered above the shoal, the water dark where the whirling fist-sized fish were feeding. White spray arced up, splashing back to reveal a swallowing gull on the mirror-calm surface. I stood up and looked around. Abel’s boat was pulling alongside, sails being lowered, electric motor whirring.

“He will use the last net first, then we will take it.” Jaco said after shouting over to Abel. “Our motor is a bit pap, and we need a couple more hours of sunshine to re-charge it.”

“We drop sea anchor now.” Stefan said in a thick accent “It does not look like dolphins or haai are around for bait-ball.”

“We will see.” I said and moved forward. The crew had already lowered their own sails, busy casting hand nets over the port side of the boat. One of them, a girl, had a scarf tied over her pale hair. She smiled shyly at me as I passed. I looked down at her, her chin level with my lowest rib.

“Liesel.” she pointed at herself. I nodded.

“Stefan boetie...” She gestured again at her then at her brother at the wheelhouse. “Liesel.” I nodded, she grinned. I exhaled emptying my lungs, took a step over the rail and plunged into the water.

The net stayed clear of the reef, and with slow back-breaking tugs, a full net was creeping towards the side of Abel’s boat by the time the sun was high overhead. The boat settled deep into the water as the hold was filled. Abel’s boat had cast tethers on the net to Jaco’s boat and had transferred the net over. I broke surface to see Abel heading back to the estuary. He did not look like he was heading back for the lobster pots on the south reef. Feeling hungry, I dove back and snared a few of the hapless sardines for a meal. Once my claws were fast in their flesh, no amount of wiggling can dislodge them. The metallic taint of their blood on my gills was hardly noticeable.

I had learnt long ago how strong that flavour would have to be in order to attract a dangerous density of ocean predators around me and avoided that concentration. Considering we were almost in my back yard, I trailed down the reef grazing on kelp and sponges until I saw Agulhas Bank Dome silhouetted against the plain, then doubled back to the shoal.

I had eaten my fill when I noticed... something. Could I call this a taste, or a tingle? Perhaps, a noise? Maybe it is all of these things, perhaps none.

I headed up and broke surface as quickly as I could. Afternoon sun was slanting shadows and I saw the boat. The water was still glass smooth. No matter. I sped as fast as I could towards the tiny shadow. They were in the process of pulling the full net onto the deck. They were not looking to see me waving at a distance, they were not looking for me at all. I had to get closer.

The taste, the ...something... got worse. I could feel my pulse speeding up. I closed the distance, clambering up the rope ladder at the back of the wheel house. Still, they could not see me. I calmed down and walked around to the hold. Jaco and Stefan looked up as the catch slithered into the hold. The others, Liesel too, worked at retrieving the net back onto the deck.

“There you are, visman!” Jaco beamed “What a catch today, it’ll be weeks before we need to go out again, all the nets are sure to be fixed by then.

“...” I gargled. Angry at myself, I spat my lungs clear and took a deep breath. Perhaps one day I will remember this habit when speaking to humans. The others had not seen me do this before and were stunned silent.

“He needs air to speak.” Jaco waved a calming arm at the crew “It is normal...” 

“You must leave now.” I rasped at them “There is a storm coming!”

A giggle from a crewman, nervous, uncertainty taints the sound. “Die helder weer? ... Waar...?”

“You must leave.” I repeat to Jaco “The noise... the sea sings... Now!”

A gasp from Liesel, all turn to look at where she points. The horizon is a thick black line, heading towards us. Wind whips suddenly and her scarf is blown away, floats on the water, sinks gently.

“My liewe God...” Stefan mutters. The crew is paralyzed, staring.

“Go! Now!” I shout, breaking the spell. The crew swarm into action, the net is bunched on the starboard deck, the hold is closed. Jaco is at the wheel house and Stefan and Liesel are first in the dropping of the sails.

All at once, all of this:

A swell swamps the Port side, out of nowhere. From a glass-smooth surface to three meter wall, taller than I, in a single second. Stefan falls into the net. The half-furled sail whips in a wall of air, the boat turns out of broadside as the wave swells past. The spinning wheel has catapulted Jaco out of the boathouse, he is in the water, thrashing but whole. The net is slipping overboard with its silver-haired fish trapped fast.

“Liesel!” I roar, not knowing the name of anyone else. “Motor. Full speed. River. Home.”

She looks up from Stefan thrashing against the weight of the net pulling him off the deck, stretching into the sea like a sea-slug reaching for coral. Panic dies in her eyes and she becomes calm.

“Yes. I do.”

“Go! Now!” I exhale all the breath and take a fresh lungful. I pinch in a special way and arc into the water after the whipping ropes slipping under the surface.

The water is still clear, I see him easily. I am sure he can see me. He is looking at me. He is calm. He is tangled, but not too badly to cut out. He is sinking fast. I need to belch urgently and more so while I descend, but hold it down while my claws snip him clear. Air is leaking from him now, I have him clear of the net. He will not make the surface again. We are too deep. The sky is darkening above us, and the boat is nowhere to be seen. They are out of danger, but my charge is not. Not yet.

I hold his face still and press my lips to his. I belch air from my gills into his mouth and point down. He looks and nods. I grip him under his arms and speed down towards Agulhas Bank. When he starts to trash, I spin him around and empty more gill-air into his mouth. It stings me to do, but doesn’t do me any damage. We are almost there.

I throw him into the open lock, his head breaks the surface above me, he thrashes to a hand-rung while I turn around and head back to the surface. It is dark above, the line storm is nearly here. I scan with all my senses and locate Jaco. He is thrashing to stay afloat. His movements are small blue points in the water dancing along his limbs, a shape different to everything else around him. I head for him as quickly as I can, knifing through the water. I break surface.

“Visman!” Jaco pants “I don’t swim too well...”

I say nothing, I can’t. I can swallow air and I gulp against the natural tendency to keep my lungs sealed. My gills still sting from my last transfer, I shouldn’t use them like that so soon. As soon as my chest cavity is inflated I point down.

“Nee!” Jaco struggles. Shaking my head, I hold his face. He calms down and nods. I point down, he nods again and takes a deep breath. The water is choppy and the waves are starting to break. The base of the cloudbank is nearly on us. The swells are moving us up and down, closer to the sharp edges of the reef.

I hold him under his arms and knife down, away from the razor rocks and below the wall of wind. A score of metres down, it becomes quieter. Jaco’s lungs are nearly empty. I spin him around and again belch air. He is more relaxed than I would have thought him and we surface in the air lock before I need to give him another breath. Stefan lies on the floor of the dry chamber panting.

Jaco takes a huge breath and heaves himself over the lip of the pool. I am almost finished doing the things I had visualized I needed to do when the swell first hit the boat. My adrenaline is gearing down. When you live in three dimensions, you think in three dimensions. No hesitations mar my action. There is no linear progression in an emergency.

I sink below the water level and swim through to the dry chamber with the fuel cells. I slap in a 5-litre fuel cell and engage the recycling life support systems and DC power circuits. Below the chamber, the Aghulas Dome ‘starfish’ sparkles with light. A 5-litre cell of methanol is enough for two hundred people for a week. It should be enough. My body remembers these things more accurately than my mind recalls it. It is done. Precisely.

Real time returns, my senses ...contract. I am balanced in time between the eternal waves of the endless ocean, and the clarity and crispness of the adrenal-time my body is capable of, where seconds of your-time fell like minutes of my-time. I lack the words to describe this further... My muscles twitch, I am hungry. I soar through the water, conserving energy until I spot food and snare a half-dozen shad out of a school while my system recovers from my surge.

Spiralling back to the air lock, I hover and regard the clear, transparent cage of Agulhas Bank Dome. Time does not pass for me as it does for others, I know this. How long since it looked like this, Forty years? Fifty... a hundred? ...longer? I check with all my senses, I feel the storm raging above us, sliding along the convection layer separating the top of the deep we are in, from the bottom of the silvery-meniscus surface that is raging. Satisfied, I drift toward the lock.

I roll over the lip of the deep pool and stand up. I spit my lungs clear first before I start to talk. I do learn, I have always been able to, when I think about it.

“Visman, waar is ons?” Stefan looked up as I entered. His breath fogs in the air. It must be cold for them down here. Their lips are a different shade from the rest of their pale skin and they shiver and rub their arms, huddled together for warmth. Cold... I registered, they are cold.

“Vielig.” Safe, I rasp. “Tuis.” My home.

“He can understand Engels, Visman.” Jaco grinned “We all can. You speak old-fashioned Afrikaans when you speak, ne?

“It wasn’t old-fashioned when I learnt it, Jaco.” I am still struggling to get the thoughts into words, and they are speaking to me again.

“Now we are here, how long we be here?” Stefan asked looking around.

“A few days, I think. This is one of the big storms. You only see them every hundred years, maybe.”

“How... how many you see, visman?” Stefan asked, licking suddenly dry lips.

“Three. Maybe... I might have missed one.” I looked around. The air pressure in the dome was rising, the temperature rising as the controls kick in.. It must have been quite stuffy in here, I hadn’t noticed before. This would heading towards be the optimal environment for humans underwater.

“Yislaaik...” Stefan muttered, stunned. Jaco said nothing. A few minutes I realized they were staring at me.

I realized that I had nothing to say. I couldn’t change anything. The only thing I could tell them was the truth, and I wasn’t able... no, not that... I wasn’t... ready.

“Visman... who are you?” Jaco whispered.

“Before you leave, I will tell you.” I stretched “Now I will show you where you can rest. The station is very clever, and it is waking up as much as it can. You will become more comfortable as time goes by. As to who I am... It will come to you as I remember. It will not be easy, but I will try...”
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Chapter Two - William, Spring 2018
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“Really, I don’t know how you can take such glee in what you’re doing, Declan.” He tugged his parka closer and shivered in the wind.

“I’m not, Bill.” The large man shouldered his rifle and squinted at the small body of his target lying steaming in the mossy hollow a hundred metres away, stone dead. “But if you’re going to do a job, do it properly.” The big man shrugged.

William stamped his feet and tried to encourage some warmth in his feet. “Still, they’re just cats.”

“Feral cats. And this is the last breeding ground of the Albatross. There are lots of cats in the world, not too many Albatross.” Declan reached down and picked up a spent cartridge, put it in his pocket. It fell into the darkness with a ‘clink’ among it’s many, many others. “Funny that. The ships bring the men, the men bring the rats. The rats eat the eggs. Then the men bring the cats, who eat all the rats and then start to eat the chicks.” He shrugged a broad shoulder. “Then the men bring the plague that kill the cats who ate the rats that ate the birds who eat the fish that swim the sea.”

“Sounds a bit like a macabre nursery rhyme. “ William shivered “We really should be going, the weather is turning. You know how quickly it happens down here. I don’t know why you’re running around shooting the poor beasts. They’re dying anyway.”

“Well, I think you’re missing the point. First, sure they all have a specially modified plague that attacks the felines. Sure, they’re all dying. I hate to see them suffer, it really is a gruesome death, poor kitties. Second, all you need is one of them to survive the infection and then you have a super-cat breeding here, still killing the albatross and immune to any biological control methods. You’ve got to nip it in the bud.” Declan loaded another round into the chamber of the heavy hunting rifle.

“Well, we don’t see anymore rats, at least.” William sniffled, above the horizon of short, thick grass, clouds piled up ominously in the clear, crisp sky. He glared at the clouds like they were making a personal attack on him.

Declan’s gun spat again, followed by the shriek of another doomed cat. “No,” he muttered, ‘clink’ of another spent shell dropping into his pocket “They’ve been hunted to extinction by the cats. At least two decades since we’ve monitored any rodent on the islands.”

“Declan, we must go.” William scuffed the sandy soil as he hopped to bring some circulation back into his feet. This place was cold, and he had been cold for quite awhile now. He hated it, enough already.

“Ok, I’m nearly finished for the day. One last thing.” He slammed the bolt twice to make sure nothing was hiding in the chamber and slung the gun over his shoulder like a club. “Hmmm, wait. That does look nasty. Very nasty.” He stared thoughtfully at the horizon for a few seconds. “You’re right, we best both get back.” He sauntered through the thick grasses, William followed in his wake. 

“The ship is due soon,” he puffed as the grasses resisted his long limbs. 

“How far are you from finishing your Special Project?”

“Oh, its done. While you have been slaughtering cats, I have been changing all of the sensor pods. The upgrades are complete, all of the new batteries are in. I think the last one went in on Thursday.” William picked his way through a patch of small violet flowers Declan’s trail had uncovered.

“I must be slipping, of course. I’ll get the reports done by Monday morning.” The huge, younger man muttered.

“Yeah, I’d hate to report you for dereliction of duty.” William panted. Even with his trail being forged for him, he was struggling. William briefly regretted all the hours he had spent eating fast food and lying in front of the television. On the ship it was easy to forget how unfit he was. The fact that his colleague was an impossibly huge fitness fanatic made him envious and miserable all at the same time.

“I think you would.” Declan grunted as a particularly tangled copse wrestled him back a few steps. The wind was picking up, cold and laden with ocean salt, it stung their eyes and unprotected faces.

“Damn right,” William grunted through chattering teeth “Do you know how many people have been killed out here, just a few steps from the compound because the weather changed and they weren’t inside?”

“No.” Declan swung the stock of the gun like a club and waded through the copse, untangling the tough stalks. “Do you?”

“Yeah, lots.” William scampered through the rapidly re-tangling grass on hands and feet. “And there are going to be two more if we don’t make the compound before that storm breaks.

“Yeah, it is moving very quickly.” Declan gazed at the swollen clouds, trailing lightning flashes as they advanced on the islands. “Looks like a hot one. Strange that, there shouldn’t be lightning down this far in the Southern Ocean.”

“Well that was in the Twentieth Century, this is over a decade into the new one. Things change. It looks like the weather changes aren’t the only anomalies, there are those huge magnetic anomalies Joop has been watching for the last year. Over this part of the world they are stronger and more enduring. Strange that, the one part of the world that no-one seems to give a shit about, or even watches very carefully... is the one where everything is happening. Well, magnetically as far as we know.” William coughed, breathing heavily as he scrabbled after Declan in a shower of sand and pebbles. The compound doors were standing open, Joop and Cassie were beckoning them, alarm evident in their actions.

“It’s a big one! Hurry. Come and look at the scopes!” Joop called over, strangely excited. Cassie just looked plainly alarmed.

Declan loped over easily on his long legs, while William scrabbled clumsily behind. “Close the doors there, Bill.” He shouted, vaulting over the wooden steps up to the doorway “Where? What?”

William really hated the easy way Declan interacted with the physical world. He was always so easy with leaping and swimming and climbing, while William always seemed to be slamming his clumsiness face first into things. Gritting his teeth he fumbled with the Compound gates while the clouds and the seas raged, getting closer to the squat, ugly government-issue prefabs.

There was no reason William could think of to shut the gates, but regulations were regulations. The Prince Edward Islands were almost completely devoid of any other animal life except for the Albatross nesting sites. Most of the really interesting life was under the sea... Declan’s area of specialty... and Williams specialty was electronics and sensors.

“Screw it.” He muttered and slammed the bolt home without the regulation lock. Fumbling with his gloves would probably take the time he needed to lumber over to the Main Hut, and he simply wasn’t interested in being outside when the storm broke over the Islands.

Cassie held the door open as he ran for cover. The roof of the generator room was glowing bright green. William was distracted by the phenomenon, lost the rhythm of his mad dash. “Oh... fuuuuck!” the ground broke his fall, hard. William bounced on the slight slope, his knees and palms grazing under the thick material of his gloves and jeans, his own weight seemed determined to press him into the gravel and smear him over the sharp bits of the crushed rock that covered the compound yard.

Dazed, he lay for about a minute, watching sparks and dancing lights flick between the jenny roof and the metal poles along the top of the wall. William noticed it got very dark very suddenly, and cold. He was cold. It was as if all the Antarctic air thousands of miles to the south was being pushed along before the storm. Frost caked the corrugated iron steps, before his eyes, snaking over the exposed iron like bread-mould, only fifty times faster, before his very eyes.

“William! William!” Cassie shook his shoulder. “Come on, just get up and come on.” 

“Yeah, yeah, I’m coming.” he groaned and sat up. “You always bossing me around.” William struggled to his feet, then sagged.

“Ok, you’re right.” Cassie grimaced “Lie here and die. Hypothermia, electrical burns. I’ll come out and check on you after the storm. I’m running low on morphine anyway, perhaps it’ll be a blessing in disguise.” Cassie started to close the heavy door.

“No! No!” William screamed, panic lending him motivation he clawed his way up the steps as the first heavy drop of rain splattered on the steps, icing almost immediately. Ducking inside, Cassie closed the door behind him and slammed the bolt shut. An unearthly silence descended as William slumped from his all-fours scrabble.

“Better for us if you’d stayed outside.” Cassie snarled as she walked past “I checked the rations, fat boy. You’ve been sneaking double helpings the last two months. If this storm lasts for more than a few weeks, it’s payback time for you first, hear me?”

Shamed, William panted as his panic calmed. None of them liked him, he knew. Declan disliked him the least, it was true. But he was a genius, dammit. Ever since he was a small child, everyone had been giving him things and doing things for him because he was a bona-fide genius. Now after whining, petitioning and finally pulling all the strings he had to make this trip to the Antarctic with all the other leaders in their fields, all genius in their own right... he was proving to just be another spoilt, clumsy, undisciplined comfort-eater.

“Bill, get up.” Declan called over from a bank of screen “Come and look at this.” Grumbling William stood up and limped over to the bank, no-one noticed his discomfort, no-one cared. Soon William forgot his own appeal for sympathy. “My God, what’s that?”

“Do you think the figures are wrong?” Declan hadn’t looked at him, his focus on the screens “Any chance your instruments are malfunctioning?”

“No... No, they’re all the latest solid state, I made sure that...” William blustered against the suggestion that his equipment wasn’t the best he could design.

“Ja, sure.” Joop cut him short. “If that is the case, this is the biggest storm I’ve seen. Look at the magnetic loops I have on measure. They are fluctuating worse than I ever saw. Have you got compass?”

“Yes, I’ve one on my Swiss knife.” Declan fished out a complex looking device and clicked it open. “Hmm, look.”

“Ja, about right.” Joop looked over and sniffed in disgust. “We should send a message as quickly as possible, you want to? We try E-mail, radio link as well as old Telex machine they got back there. We must hurry, another half-hour and we are cut off for a few days. Ag, maybe longer than that.”

“I’ll get on it.” Declan shrugged and pushed past William. His knife lay on the table where he had forgotten it. William saw the compass point spiralling round and around for no apparent reason.

“What does that mean?” William asked before he remembered he was supposed to be really smart.

“It means we see the first monster-storm in history.” Joop shook his head slowly, beard bristling with static. “I keep these machines on for as long as possible, you go switch off everything else. Stay away from plugs, though. They arc at any moment soon.” Joop grinned behind his bristling, impossibly black beard “Hehe... Shock shit out of you, but you so full of it, take long time. Hehe...” Joop’s grin faded at once “Yeeera magtig !” He pivoted suddenly and William was instantly forgotten. William hated this habit of Joop’s. He might have wanted to say something... or been able to offer some advice... or something. Instead he was just... dismissed.

Scowling, he started off on his task. By the second room, the silence was beginning to wear on his nerves. He was almost comforted by the first swirling rush of sound, like someone dragging straw over a slate floor. It started slowly at first, but was soon a light background noise, comforting. He wondered if this was going to be as bad as Joop has insinuated. A ‘monster storm’ indeed... what did he know? Mind you, even ordinary storms in this part of the Southern Ocean was supposed to be quite... unsettling.

William shuffled through the rooms, muttering as he stabbed off the switches. The silence had been broken true enough. The swishing was replaced by another sound. Percussive. He could hear the first thumps on the corrugated iron roof. If sounded like... hail. Bigger that he ever thought he had ever heard, it started slowly at first a few sledge-hammer impacts on the roof – the biggest heaviest ones first, then a light machine-gun hammering, after another five or six minutes, the relentless thundering drumming of a total onslaught of frozen rocks.

William sniffled in fear as he stabbed off the lights and the plugs. If he had been caught out in this deluge of icy death, there wouldn’t have been enough of him to bury. Just a frozen reddish pulp they could sluice away with the steam-jets. Cassie would have left him there, he knew it. The reverberation filled the Compound huts, the air inside seemed to vibrate in equal frequency, William could feel his guts thrumming sympathetically. He whimpered and willed his sphincters to stay tense.

“Bill? You done?” Declan hunched under a bulkhead and peered at him. William gave a start “Yes, of course.” he snapped.

“Good.” he said simply “It looks like the Long Haul.” He was gone before William could offer his opinion.

“I really doubt...” William said, his words lost suddenly in a huge barrage of impacts that shuddered the whole compound. The sculpted corrugations near his head suddenly buckled in a huge football-sized dent about three millimetres deep. William squawked and scurried towards the centre of the structure where the roof was further away from his head, covering his ears as he hurried.

As he lumbered through the corridors, he saw that the rest of the personnel had gathered there as well. Declan and Joop were virtually shouting at each other, their mouths pointing at each other’s ears. Declan was nodding as Joop barked instructions. Cassie had a lit cigarette dangling from her mouth. She should have been more considerate, this was a no-smoking zone. She arched an eyebrow as William cleared the last bulkhead in the corridor, as if daring him to say something about her smoking. Janine and Rakesh were looking at the ceiling nervously, while Dumi just looked around, as he usually did, almost as calm as Cassie.

Declan and Joop seemed to have decided something. Joop turned away back to his bank of precious instruments.

“All Staff to Bunker.” He shouted, hands cupped around his mouth.

Of course, naturally. Cassie’s look seemed to imply. She reached for Janine’s hand and led the others toward the staircase hatch. As she spun the wheel, a line of ash dropped from her cigarette’s coal. She didn’t seem to need hands to inhale the wretched weed. As the hatch opened, William looked at the dark hole with dismay.

The Bunker was not the most popular place on the Island. Sure it was safe, but it was also dark, dank and although huge, somehow ...confined. It had all of the amenities of the topside, but it... smelt. If Declan and Joop thought that the staff were safer inside there than topside, well right now, William was inclined to overcome his distaste at being cooped up inside ... a dungeon. As the other staff filed inside, William hovered. Joop skidded around on that wheeled typists chair, the laser printer shooting out reams of paper pages as he fiddled and pressed buttons and flicked at the keyboards. Declan gathered sheaths of the spewing cellulose and dumped them unceremoniously in watertight plastic bins. William secretly thought he would be safer inside one of those than anywhere else... except they only made them in 50l bins, nothing his size.

A flash of light blinded William momentarily, the sharp smell of ozone stung his nose. The very air seemed to contract around him. Like a punch. William gasped.

“Direct Hit!” Joop shouted Declan whooped, grinning like a child. William suddenly didn’t mind dark, dank and smelly. Scrabbling, he held onto the support rails and started to step down the ladder. His hands arced sparks from the rails as he grabbed them and they stung.

“My God, its metal!” he shrieked and looked down the fifteen meter drop that was left, too far to jump. His body froze, panic flared in him, turning his guts to water. “Help! Help me someone!” his voice echoed in the cavernous gloom.

“For God’s sake!” Cassie’s voice rose from the dark “Someone get that stupid fuck down from there.” A click from her vicinity and fluorescent lights slowly flickered into life, illuminating the Bunker. “No, on second thought leave him there, if Declan and Joop need to dive through, at least they’ll fall on something soft, like his head.” Her harsh laughter barked at William, mocking him. Dumi and Rakesh snickered.

Rage warmed his limbs and he moved down the ladder, spitefully. He wouldn’t give Cassie the pleasure of dying. Oh, no, he was determined at that moment, he would outlive her... even if they were all going to die, he was going to go after her, if it took everything he had left. As his feet reached the concrete floor, his panic vanished... as did his rage. He slumped, exhausted.

“Have a nice, happy climb?” Rakesh sniffed as he walked past, mops and dusters bundled in his arms. “We trained at Waterkloof to do that in under two minutes, where were you?”

Bribing the Drill Corporal and sneaking off to doughnuts, coffee and ice cream at Sinoville, William almost answered. Instead he hung his head and stumped off to find a place to sit while the others cleaned up.

He lay on a heap of vinyl foam mats and looked on as the others bustled. The Bunker was built about a century ago, shortly after the First Great War. It looked like the then-South African Government had planned to build a base large enough to maintain a military presence in the Great Southern Ocean. In order to build it, it appeared they managed to find a cirque close enough to the nearest thing approaching a sheltered bay, and then poured concrete over it. The ‘dome’ was the roof, and this formed the floor of the upper station. Nearly half a meter thick, it was a perfect insulator from most of the weather in this part of the world, and because it was curved... surprisingly strong.

The rest of the bunker formed a tube of pre-cast support ribs and waterproofed filling panels. William sighed, probably about half a meter thick... boringly uniform. The mistake the builder had made was not ignoring water-proofing the tube structure against permafrost and flash floods, mudslides and seeping groundwater. They had done that very well.

They forgot that damp air, once inside, would not have much of a chance to circulate, and that humidity after all... was just another form of water. Water leached heat, and precipitated. It was what water did.

Put a hundred men into quarter like this and let them spend nearly eight months of the year under thick snow and withering blizzards, they tend to get cranky, and unhealthy, especially their lungs and their skins. Mildews, fungus and moulds tend to thrive on warm moist surfaces such as human skin, especially if the atmosphere was moist and only slightly cold.

After the base was built and the Army Engineers who built it were removed, the entire plan had to be re-thought slightly. High ventilation was added and a more adequate power supply was introduced. Still it seemed that the bacteria the first men had introduced had sunk in and had become a permanent feature. Like the smell of a decomposing body in a sedan car, the Bunker smelt of peeling toenails, groin chafe and infected phlegm, and, for all intents, would do so forever.

By this time the Military had lost interest having political problems of their own to consider, and another Great War, the Second. The Weather Services sequestered the installation, virtually unhindered and by default at the start of the Verwoerd years of Government. The upper Station was then constructed, considering Scientists never really flocked in large numbers and an ideal compromise was reached with the least effort and funding.

Once a year, the Navy crew would drop off and collect a new shift of eggheads, clean the bunker, re-stock it, stay for a week and then leave. Occasionally, they really did need to retreat to the Bunker, like Hurricane Apollo in ‘09 - one of the few really big blows that managed to affect something this far south, this far in the middle of the Ocean.

“Bill?” A voice startled him. Declan. “You’re gathering wool. C’mon, help some. We got to get some of the utilities started.”

“There are twenty-five separate rooms, there are five of us.” William sneered “Why do we bother with all of them. It is logical to assume we should conserve our effort to just five rooms.”

“Hmm. I suppose, Bill.” Declan shrugged. “But when the generator get ripped out of its mountings and we plunge into dark and cold, those extra twenty rooms will have all the blankets and the mattresses we’ll need to stay warm, then.” Declan cleared his throat “I guess you could stay in your room. The rest of us will be huddled in the middle of the bunker with all the other warm stuff and the food.”

“Why are you always getting on my case?” William snapped at him, defensive.

Declan hunched down from his ridiculous height, whispered “Because I think you could pull yourself into shape and be a little less selfish. We all need each other to survive, and if you are always pulling against the grain, you are not much of an asset.”

“You’re not my boss!” William glared.

“No. No, I’m not.” Declan rubbed his face wearily, stood up and sighed. “But if you won’t help out, then I guess you got to rely on persuading each of the others, in turn, if you ever need anything. Logically, the effort you would need to expend in order to get something to eat or drink would be less if you assist the group, who by the way, is now officially under rations.”

“You... you mean... Cassie?” William felt the first cold bite of fear.

“She’s the quartermaster.” Declan nodded “So, you’ll be eating what she decides to feed you. Or not.”

“But... she...” William swallowed thickly.

“Whatever, Bill.” Declan’s eyes were rimmed with red, weary “The group nominated her before we even left Coega, and now her word is law. This is a crisis situation and we are under advanced Ethical Law. In case you hadn’t noticed, our situation is extreme. My job is the survival of this group. We each have our jobs, you included. If you had bothered to pay attention in the training classes, you’d remember what we had to learn about our jobs.

“If Cassie decides you are not doing yours, you have no right to share our resources. That means we will all make sure you don’t eat our food – our food, William. You can go outside and fucking find your own!” Declan snapped, the first time William had seen any sign of steel in him, and it was all directed at him. William felt terror quail in his bladder. “Now, you go and check the batteries and inventory our light and our heat requirements and do your job.” Declan growled. “I will not speak again.”

“Or... or what?” William blustered weakly “You’ll... shoot me?”

“Only if everyone in the group voted for me to do it.” Declan grinned harshly. There was no mirth in his grin. He pulled a bullet out of his pocket, tossed it onto Williams lap “Consider this storm your wake-up call, William.” Declan grin tightened into something feral, William goggled in fascination “Logically, it takes six people considerably less effort to survive than six people and a whole lot of dead weight. Make some... or be some. The rest of the group has already decided what they can trust you to do. I hope you are able to prove them wrong.”

William was suddenly aware of five other pairs of narrowed eyes glaring at him from the centre of the Bunker. He twirled the bullet in his stiff fingers “You mean...?”

“There are still hours left in the day, William.” Declan snorted “I have a few more of those. Don’t let me regret my decision. You’re a very, very clever boy, William. You work it out for yourself. Now, get those utilities started. I really will not speak again.” Declan snapped around on his heel and moved back to the others.

Whimpering, William surged to his feet and stumbled off to find the list of his tasks, ones that, in his panic... he simply couldn’t remember. Declan hadn’t taken him out to shoot cats today, he had taken him out to shoot him. Of course, Declan was responsible for the Groups survival. He would choose to protect only the weakest in the group if the group had a better chance of surviving.

William blubbered, and sank to his knees as soon as he was out of sight of the others. All the times he had been competitive, all of the times he had beaten others at home, shown how smart he was... just didn’t work here. He didn’t have the social skills to blend in, only to compete... and then, only in the areas he was really good at already. Suddenly, everyone else was better at everything he couldn’t do, and only marginally less skilled than him in his area of expertise.

Instead of showing how deserving he was, all he did was to constantly remind the others that he wasn’t. His ego had not lead him to consider when the Drill Corporal had pulled him aside to tell him he was failing his Boot Camp, his decision to bribe the woman to stay in the group might cost him his life.

Because he had bought his way into the program, something he had decided he had wanted to do - and William Voster always got what he wanted – he was going to get his money’s worth. If the meals weren’t especially filling, he would sneak into the pantry after everyone had gone to bed and have seconds. If it came to shower time, he would make sure all the hot water was finished by the time he was done.

If everyone was fitter and harder and stronger than he was, he would make them uncomfortable, he would take what he thought was his due, rather than have to prove himself to them. If he couldn’t honestly compete with them, then -by god- he was going to make himself comfortable at their expense.

William sniffed, a trail of cold snot dragged from his face to his glove. They had already decided to excise him like a cancer from the group. They had called a lobby and decided that Declan be elected to remove him. In order to even consider this, there had to be an absolute majority. That meant that Declan had also agreed with the vote.

A cold thought struck him suddenly. Now he knew why there were deaths out here. Faced with the prospect of another year – this time in the Antarctic base with an uncooperative group member - this was the logical place to cull the herd. He tried in vain to calm his breathing, but nothing would listen to his brain. His eyes wouldn’t stop watering, his heart hammered, refusing to slow to calm.

William mentally turned himself inside out. It was too late to impress them, certainly it was too late to win them around. What he could do instead was to give them no reason to get rid of him. His scientific tasks were already done, so he couldn’t rely on the specialist knowledge to keep him safe. Fear turned his brain into slow moving paste.

He couldn’t rely on being lifted out, the budget cuts meant you were along for the long haul, and injury would secure his place as a burden. He couldn’t leverage himself another life as a trade-off - perhaps Dumi or Janine- as he really needed the other Group members to survive even for a few days.

William gasped, logically he had been hoisted by his own petard. In order to survive, he would have to do his tasks without trying to win back his favour. That very act would push his reprieve back to another vote. He had to do his job and keep from irritating anyone else further. If he acted out of character, he would be regarded as even less trustworthy -back to square one.

He would have to explain... well nothing. No-one would believe him, anyway. If they had already voted him dead, no amount of explanation would change their feelings. He could promise to be diligent. That was it, there was the path!

William sighed deeply. It rankled his ego to admit to being useless, but he would rather be alive and ashamed than... the alternative. He slowly remembered his tasks, light, heat and comfort. He had to accept that he would be less important in the rations (Cassie had clearly stated that condition) and Declan would hold off until another vote was called. That was two out of five. Joop he could appease by ceasing his constant sniping about IQ. Face it, Joop topped the scales at 195, ten points ahead of William. Joop might be a super- genius, but William didn’t have to remind him of his IQ all the time. If you left him alone, he returned the favour.

Janine he could appease by – William blushed suddenly, realizing all of his sexual banter and allusions were simply not working with her. She had voted him shot before she would accept any ‘favours’ from him.

Oh god! William cringed. He could just stop bothering her... If she thought he was a creep, he had proved this over and over again. Facts were facts, he was. He moaned softly to himself, he wasn’t a sex-god, he was a truculent, out-of-shape man in his early fifties, who was he trying to fool? Constantly trying to suggest to Janine otherwise might still be the death of him. That was three out of five.

He realized he had no idea what Dumi and Rakesh were about, but obviously whatever it was he couldn’t fix it. To be honest, he didn’t know what to fix. William groaned softly. It would be safer to assume that whatever decision would be called, they would vote against him. Still, it was a slim enough plan to break the absolute majority they needed.

William stood slowly, and wiped his face as clean as he could. He set off and set the thermometers and primed the small emergency light generator and checked the diesel levels. All of the equipment was surprisingly well maintained, and when he pumped the choke on the main generator it roared into life at his first attempt. As he stepped back he smelt... diesel fumes. Actually he didn’t smell it so much as the Bunker smelt less like the Bunker than usual. He unscrewed the exhaust pipe and fixed the pipe onto the auxiliary exhaust for the small emergency generator.

Rakesh stopped outside the open door “What now?”

“Exhaust clogged, you got a broom handle?” William grunted as his fingers jabbed into some spongy matter just into the main pipe.

“Yeah here.” Rakesh handed it over to him and watched William grunt as he jammed the stick into the top of the pipe and ram it backwards and forwards until he felt the mass give in one part.

“Moss, or Algae. The exhaust will kill it in a short time, I just don’t want the Carbon Monoxide killing us before then. Tell the others the fumes’ll be gone in a few minutes, at most.” “Tell them yourself.” Rakesh shrugged. “Or perhaps you’d like to tell me to tell Dumi to tell Joop something to tell Janine?”

“Er, no. I’ve had something of an attitude adjustment.” 

“Sure. Right.” Rakesh watched him under hooded eyes.

“I think that ‘sorry, I’ve been a stupid shit’ isn’t going to cut it, is it?” 

“I don’t think so.” Rakesh studied the back of his hand carefully.

William sighed and handed the broom handle back to Rakesh. He rerouted the connector again and made sure the coupling was tight, under Rakesh’s watchful eye. The Bunker started to smell more like the Bunker again. “I’ll need to tell you all something, all of you, together. I guess, no more messenger boy stuff for you, Rakesh. Sorry about that. Thanks for the broom.”

“Hmph.” Rakesh shrugged then followed William back to where the others were busy stacking foam mattresses in a heap in the centre of the main floor. William squared his shoulders and realized that even if he had to drag his ego over broken glass to earn his reprieve, he was worth it. A small neglected part of him whispered in his inner ear ‘what goes around, comes around’. Time to pay the piper.

Another fifteen months with people who were happy to kill him. William quailed inside. There was no way he could fake it for so long. Worse, when they were finished here, it was Antarctica for a year. Faking it was virtually impossible, he just couldn’t do it. Not under this sort of intense scrutiny. Perhaps... perhaps he didn’t have to fake his sincerity, perhaps he had to consider that a permanent character change would be a lot less effort.

Perhaps... perhaps he could grow up, if they gave him enough time and just one more chance. William sighed, smiled ruefully. At fifty-two years of age, most men would be thinking about having a second childhood, not finishing on their first. William closed his eyes and let his thoughts expand to the sheer elemental rage swirling above them, and the prospect of the bleakness of the ice awaiting him for another year. Would he... could he blame them for removing a potential hazard from their little human circle?

No, he couldn’t.

If he walked over now and sat himself down next to the huddle gathering about the gas fire as if he deserved his position, nothing that had been planned this morning would change. If he skulked about and someone had to go out and find him, likewise... William swallowed his fear, he would have to go and sit at the edge of the light and wait for someone to ask him to join them. At their own pace. He would have to wait for someone to offer him food... if they wanted to.

William squared his
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