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    Introduction


     


    This is my fourth full-length collection, but the first to include unpublished stories. Here you will find two examples, which didn’t find suitable venues for various reasons, despite receiving positive feedback from various editors. It’s an unavoidable fact of a writer’s life that not every project gets beyond a first draft, or if it does, that one can find a home for it. But I really must not complain. At the time of writing I’ve seen fifty-seven of my short stories published, a figure that far exceeds what I thought I might achieve when I began writing for publication in 1997. As for seeing one of my stories included in a year’s best collection; well, for me, that was unimaginable. But it has happened – and you can read that story in this collection.


    In addition to collecting seventeen science fiction (mostly) and fantasy stories, which were originally published between 2016 and 2023, this collection sees the reprinting of my first published poem. Will I write anymore? Time will tell – it always does.


    As is my usual practice, I’ve included notes for each piece, which may interest those readers who like to know what inspired it and what happened before, during and after its publication. This time, I’ve positioned these notes after each piece rather than at the end of the collection.


    As ever, I’d like to take this opportunity to thank the editors who published my work, also those who didn’t but generously supplied feedback that helped me to improve my stories. But I’d like to thank every editor and publisher who goes to the huge effort and expense of producing a paying magazine, website, or launches a themed anthology. I am immensely grateful to each of you. I’m also grateful to David Steffen, whose Submission Grinder website is a wonderful source of information about markets, and the Open Call Facebook Group – in particular, its diligent moderators – for similar reasons.


    As ever, my sincere thanks go to my dear friends in the One Step Beyond writers’ group, without whose critiques most of these stories would probably not have seen publication. OSB, as we generally refer to it, recently celebrated its 25th anniversary! I was one of the founding members and I’m proud to still be one today.


    Finally, thanks go to Tony, my cover artist and human whiteboard, and to my wife Jane, who provides unstinting moral support. Without their encouragement, my writing career would have petered out years ago.

  


  
    Feet of Clay


     


    Cornell Stoermer raised his arms to a sky clotted with cumulonimbus as the music built towards an irresistible crescendo. Cheers erupted from the cloudies thronging the crescent of soot-black sand. A few brave souls paddled boards as the surf crashed around them. Everyone else was dancing as if their lives depended on it.


    Rousing the cloudies from their habitual self-indulgence was Cornell’s forte, as befitted a former superstar DJ, but it wasn’t simply a case of inviting them to one of his happenings. He assiduously worked the crowd, manipulating the music in real-time to encourage everyone to lower their defences and truly connect with each other. Memories and emotions gushed forth: the love and the hate; the happiness and the sorrow; the excitement and the fear. He sifted these outpourings, amplifying and melding the strongest of them until their cumulative force became overwhelming.


    Any moment now….


    Lightning jagged overhead. Thunder drowned out the music. Raindrops spattered the sand.


    Cloudburst!


    It was what the cloudies wanted. It was what they needed. 


    It was what he did.


     


     


    The beach was empty.


    Almost empty, Cornell realised when someone kicked him in the small of the back. The pain wouldn’t ease until he commanded it to, which was one of the features of cloud-life. Here the duration of any pain he experienced was under his control, unlike the horrors inflicted on those people who continued to live Down Below.


    Another kick, harder than the first, persuaded him to get back onto his feet. The woman who’d delivered it gave him an appraising look. Bemused by her avatar, which set a new benchmark for anonymity, Cornell stared right back at her. Having learned nothing, he shrugged and proffered a hand, which she ignored.


    ‘I’m Cornell Stoermer.’


    She nodded. Of course she knew his name. 


    ‘And I’m Jamelia.’ 


    ‘Jamelia who?’


    ‘You don’t need to know.’


    He tried a different tack. ‘Shouldn’t you have left with everyone else?’


    ‘Someone had to inform you that the Front is investigating your happenings.’


    Given that the Cloud’s self-elected authority was aware of everything, this revelation came as no great surprise. Nevertheless, he had hoped to avoid scrutiny. He’d have to lay low until the interest subsided and then bypass whoever had informed on him.


    ‘How do you know this?’


    ‘I make it my business to know.’


    ‘Are you a member of the Front?’


    ‘No, the opposite of that.’


    Ah! Now he understood. Rumours of an anti-authority group who referred to themselves as the Opposite had circulated amongst cloudies for a while. Until now, he’d ignored them.


    ‘Why tell me?’


    ‘Because the past isn’t necessarily a good predictor of the future, Cornell. And we’re trying to change the future, for all our sakes.’


    He shrugged. ‘Sorry Jamelia, but I’m all about the present.’


    ‘Until now, yes. But not, I fear, for much longer.’


    ‘How do you know?’


    Cornell gazed at the sand where she’d been standing. Even her footprints had disappeared. 


    A moment later, so did the beach.


     


     


    Cornell looked out across the Arena from the unwanted vantagepoint of the judgement podium. The floor teemed with cloudies. Unlike him they had virtualised here out of choice. Overhead, a blanket of stratus filled the sky, which he interpreted as the Front signalling a gloomy outlook for him. He recognised this set-up for what it was: a show trial. Cloudies invariably attended because of the opportunity to prove their loyalty to the powers that be. No better time than now, he reflected glumly, as the Front delivered its verdict.


    ‘As the Cloud’s duly constituted instrument of governance and law, the Front finds you, Cornell Stoermer, guilty of multiple instances of the unlicensed mobilisation of crowds for the purpose of emotional stimulation and amplification, leading to the overloading of the Cloud’s infrastructure.’


    He couldn’t deny his guilt, but neither would he let the second part of the accusation stand uncontested.


    ‘That is ridiculous! My cloudbursts have only ever produced short-term effects, the impact of which you could easily manage if—’


    ‘Send him down!’


    Yelled by one of the Front’s many stooges, he assumed. The crowd swiftly joined in the chant.


    ‘Send him DOWN!’


    ‘No, let him speak!’


    He hadn’t expected to hear any dissenting voices. This one came from a small cluster of cloudies stationed close to the podium, whose members presented themselves as anonymously as had Jamelia. Indeed, she might easily have been one of them. But then again, why take the risk? Still, whoever had taken the risk, he was glad of their support.


    ‘Let him speak!’


    ‘Send him DOWN!’


    Beams of sunlight pierced the gloom, stippling the heads of the cloudies. With typical theatricality, the Front was gathering its legal pomp. The crowd took the hint. Silence fell.


    ‘Very well, Cornell Stoermer, you may speak. But we recommend you keep it brief, since your bandwidth allocation is capped.’


    He acknowledged the intervention with a nod towards his supporters.


    ‘Honoured representatives of the Front, my fellow cloudies, all I ever wanted was to create happenings that would help us feel more alive. Isn’t that something we all need? Am I right? You know I am! But look, I am willing to moderate my—’


    ‘Send him DOWN!’


    All but one of the beams disappeared, with only Cornell’s podium now lit. The cloudies fell silent. 


    ‘We, the Front, having considered the threat that you, Cornell Stoermer, represent to the Cloud’s collective security, hereby sentence you to permanent physical re-instantiation—’


    Gasps came from all quarters. His was the loudest of all.


    ‘No, please! I beg you, not that!’


    The beam narrowed until it illuminated only his face.


    ‘We hereby sentence you to permanent physical re-instantiation as part of the built environment in Down Below.’


    The verdict had never been in doubt. He’d realised that the moment he’d auto-virtualised here. What he hadn’t envisaged was the severity of the punishment. He’d expected a heavy fine or a permanently reduced data allowance, perhaps even a lengthy run-time hiatus, but not an enforced return to Down Below. Having paid good money to leave, the idea of returning – and worse, as a static entity – was unthinkable. 


    ‘Do you have anything else to say before your sentence commences?’


    ‘Yes, I do!’ Out of long habit, he paused for effect even though he knew it would have none. ‘Given the pleasure I’ve given to so many cloudies, surely I deserve to—’


    (Capped)


     


     


    A brick sensed its environment.


    A brick processed the data it collected.


    A brick transmitted processed data to other bricks in its neighbourhood.


    A brick received processed data from those bricks.


    This brick searched its own data for an identifier.


    This brick’s identifier was non-numerical.


    This brick labelled itself an entity not a thing.


    It transmitted its identifier to every brick in its neighbourhood.


    It received numerical identifiers from most bricks.


    It received partially or fully matching identifiers from the minority.


    It deduced that it was related to those bricks.


    It only transmitted new data to its relatives.


    It only processed new data it received from them.


    It fused consistent data into a pattern.


    It identified the pattern as ‘Cornell Stoermer’.


    It transmitted the pattern to its relatives.


    It continued to fuse new data into the pattern.


    The pattern held information.


    Information could be ordered by time.


    Time-ordered information was history.


    History recorded events that were tagged with emotion flags. 


    Cornell Stoermer’s memories burst forth.


    Cornell was no longer an it.


    He was, however, now inescapably ‘living’ in a brick.


     


     


    The surge of virtual satisfaction Cornell experienced upon realising he’d successfully unpacked himself subsided as soon as he realised how little he’d learned during the process. He’d been so busy recreating himself that he hadn’t evaluated the sensor data his brick had collected. Apprehensive but also curious to know his situation in Down Below, or Earth as the mudskippers continued to call it, he surveyed the functionality of his new home. Analysis of the incoming data streams revealed he was equipped with sensors to detect hairline cracks, moisture, and salinity. Querying his neighbour bricks revealed identical capabilities. Collectively, they formed part of a seawall. As a hyper-networked array of sensor-rich information processors they symbolized the technological state-of-the-art. Unfortunately, they also symbolized the acme of ineffectuality, or so it seemed to Cornell. This lack of autonomy infuriated him until he realised his ability to analyse data and draw conclusions from the results might, after all, confer the ability to act. Unpacking himself had proved he could treat himself as data. What if he did so again? He was pondering what he might do with this knowledge when one of his neighbours transmitted a flood of sensor data rather than the usual trickle. Having analysed this new data, Cornell concluded that a crack had formed less than two metres from his location. Worse, it was spreading rapidly. A breach was imminent. 


    It was time to leave, preferably for a safer destination. But how? By treating himself as data, of course. If he could unpack himself then presumably he could re-pack, too. He would, however, need an autonomous process to send his data through the global network of bricks. Happily for him, the brick operating system allowed self-upgrading of core apps to ensure rapid adaptation to changing circumstances, while the lax security protocols that had become the norm in Down Below would enable his unimpeded passage between networks.


    A world of bricks awaited him.


    (Packed and sent)


     


     


    (Unpacked 19%)


    It rebooted in a brick equipped with a gyroscope, an inertial sensor, a microphone, and an imager. Not that it could see anything, as its imager was oriented towards the surface it rested on. However, it could detect bursts of high frequency noise.


    The network hosting it consisted of too few bricks to allow it to unpack fully. Its memory only held its core functionality, plus the apps needed for sensor analysis, network formation and communication, and basic decision-making.


    An external force caused it to follow a parabolic trajectory ending in a series of impacts that eventually brought it to rest on a horizontal surface. Now its imager faced a vertical plane textured with shapes it did not recognise. It detected another burst of noise but pitched lower. When its motion resumed, a sequence of exploitable viewpoints enabled it to assess its environment, which it learned contained a pair of variable geometry objects, one twice the size of the other. Both were much bigger than it; both were emitting sounds. 


    After two further occurrences of rapid motion ended in similar impacts, it concluded that this was an environment in which damage was inevitable. Consequently, it set its automatic pilot to take it to a safer, resource-rich neighbourhood.


    (Packed and sent)


     


     


    (Unpacked 100%)


    Cornell’s sensors measured temperature, ultra-violet flux, and vibrations. It didn’t take him long to learn that a sensor brick situated in the outer wall of a pressurised lunar habitat held his core. As with the seawall, his task was to record, analyse and send onwards his sensor data, while receiving and analysing that of his neighbours. At least here he couldn’t be kicked, thrown, or engulfed by seawater.


    More importantly, this network neighbourhood was big enough to hold all his memories. Only now did he realise how little he had known about himself while in the child’s playroom. Here, he remembered everything: his name; his life in Down Below; the happenings he’d created in the Cloud; his encounter with Jamelia, swiftly followed by the punishment inflicted on him by the Front.


    Thinking of Jamelia made him feel lonely. Could he really be one of a kind? True, he’d never heard of the Front inflicting this kind of punishment on anyone else, but even if he were the first that didn’t necessarily mean he would be the last. More than likely he should expect the opposite. His echoing of Jamelia was deliberate. 


    He reprogrammed his autopilot and resumed hopping from network to network, in search for others like him. 


    (Packed and sent)


     


     


    (Unpacked 100%)


    After unpacking himself, Cornell discovered that his new home consisted of a network of sensor bricks built into a manufacturing plant on Mars. While functionally complete, the Martian colony had never been occupied, awaiting the day the mudskippers got their act together – a day that, as things stood, would never come.


    Cornell had programmed his autopilot to search for networks of sensor bricks that displayed non-standard patterns of connectivity, which might signify self-organisation. That was the key. He had unpacked in a network situated next to one of a few hundred nodes organised in a web-like structure. When he pinged its core node he received an automated reply. If this was a bricked ex-cloudie, it had not managed to fully unpack itself. Without help, it never would. However, if anyone could stimulate a response, it was him. He transmitted instructions for self-unpacking. The web’s reaction was another content-free reply. He needed to keep things really simple – to let this entity take baby steps as it struggled to awaken from dormancy. Raising the first instruction’s priority to the highest setting triggered a release of housekeeping data from the web’s core. When the flow subsided, he transmitted the next step in the sequence and was rewarded with a bigger burst. After supplying the remaining instructions, he closed all but one of his incoming data feeds, which he monitored for messages containing new identifiers. The wait was brief.


    ‘I am….’


    First person! That was crucial. The entity just needed to take one more step.


    ‘Jamelia….’


    ‘I am Jamelia.’


    So, the Front had bricked her too! In truth, it wasn’t that much of a surprise given her political beliefs.


    ‘Welcome to Mars, Jamelia. We’ve already met. I’m Cornell—’


    She responded by transmitting her biggest data burst yet. Realising that their situation was unstable and possibly unsustainable, Cornell secured his own network while continuing to transmit instructions detailing what she should unpack next. But the data deluge continued.


    ‘Help me! I haven’t got enough storage!’


    ‘Jamelia, you need to—’


    ‘I need more!’


    Meaning she needed some of his. But how much could he give up before he forgot who he was? Perhaps he could manage without his pre-Cloud memories, at least temporarily. Yes, that looked possible. He re-packed them. 


    ‘Does that help?’


    ‘Yes, but it’s not enough.’


    ‘That’s all I can spare. Anything else and I’ll lose something essential.’


    ‘Look, I need… No, wait.’


    ‘What have you found?’


    ‘Another chunk of network.’


    ‘Great, now maybe both of us can unpack fully.’


    ‘Yes, I’m doing that now.’ 


    He followed suit. 


    Shortly after he’d finished, she said, ‘Oh!’


    ‘What’s the problem?’


    ‘This…’


    This was the network address of the core node of another small, web-like region. Cornell pinged it; it pinged back. Here then was another cloudie who’d fallen foul of the Front. And if there were three, there would probably be more, in which case the Opposite might soon exist entirely in brick form. 


    ‘We need a plan.’


    ‘Agreed.’


    Evidently she thought it was up to him to devise it.


    Between them, they had the skills to find other bricked ex-cloudies and revive them. Ensuring they had enough resources to go round would be much harder. They needed to grow the group sustainably, on Mars and elsewhere. Sooner rather than later, they would need vastly more sensor bricks.


    ‘Let’s split up. If you go network-hopping in search of other ex-cloudies, I’ll unpack this one. Unless it can help with making bricks, I’ll get it to work with you while I switch to whoever’s next on your list. It’s a bootstrapping process. We’ll keep doing it until we find someone who can help us.’ 


    Happily, Jamelia agreed with his plan.


    ‘Vive la révolution!’


    ‘That’s the spirit.’


    ‘I’ll start here on Mars.’


    ‘Won’t that limit the scope of your search?’


    After all, there would be many more networked sensor bricks on the Earth than on Mars.


    ‘Initially, yes. But the more I look around here the more network capacity I’m finding, so I hope we can make some progress before I have to jump off-world, because then we’ll have to cope with tens of minutes of time lag.’


    ‘Good point!’ 


    He helped her build an autopilot.


    After she’d departed, Cornell set about incrementally unpacking the ex-cloudie Jamelia had found earlier. As soon as it had remembered its name, he began describing their situation. It turned out that Max was the person who had supported him at the show trial. Unsurprisingly, he also knew Jamelia.


    ‘Yeah, somebody had to take one for the team.’


    Cornell explained his plan, ending with a plea.


    ‘None of this will happen unless we can quickly make a lot more networked sensor bricks to host us. Can you help with that?’


    ‘Well, I was an architect before I became a cloudie. I’m not sure that qualifies me, but what I do know is that, somewhere on this site, there must be at least one machine that manufactures bricks, otherwise we wouldn’t be here. I’ll see what I can do.’


    Cornell knew that can do was precisely what the Opposite needed. 


     


     


    ‘I think you ought to see this.’


    Max’s comment was sufficiently cryptic for Cornell to pause an unpacking on the Moon and make a swift return to Mars. When he arrived, Max transmitted a view of a humanoid robot, which stood gleaming in the pallid sunlight. The machine flexed one metal arm, then the other, as if following a check-out routine. Next, it began walking, trailing ochre-coloured dust in its wake, as its bland, ovoidal head panned left and right.


    ‘Is that the first humanoid robot you’ve seen here, Max?’


    ‘Yes! It’s also the first operational robot I’ve seen of any kind. Everything else is either powered down or disabled.’


    ‘Do you think it’s operating autonomously?’


    ‘I doubt it. Deploying an autonomous humanoid robot on an abandoned Mars colony wouldn’t solve any problem I can envisage. Neither does it look to be tele-operated. Its movements are too slick for that. Which leaves only one possibility.’


    ‘You mean that someone’s been downloaded into it?’


    ‘Looks like it.’


    Lucky cloudie, Cornell thought with more than a little envy. Then again if there were more such robots on Mars….


    ‘Jamelia, have you encountered any robots like this during your search?’


    The robot’s head twitched. 


    Max transmitted a sigh. ‘Well, now we know who’s occupying it.’


    Although not what to do about her, Cornell mused. If nothing else, at least he understood why Jamelia had wanted to start her search on Mars. Unfortunately for her, while normally secretive, she did not have the self-control necessary to inhabit a humanoid robot without giving herself away. He vowed that she would give away a lot more before he was done. First though, he sent a private message to Max.


    ‘Be prepared to overload her data buffers if she does anything suspicious.’


    ‘Already set up.’


    Max was on the case, which came as a relief to Cornell. He opened a connection to the humanoid robot. 


    ‘Jamelia, I thought all of us ex-cloudies were supposed to become bricks. Yet it looks like you’ve had an upgrade. Unless you have a really good explanation, we’ll be forced to—’


    He let the threat hang in the electronic ether. 


    The robot gave a nod. Jamelia recognised her vulnerability.


    ‘Okay, look, I do sometimes work for the Front. I was going to tell you … eventually.’


    ‘Consider ‘eventually’ to mean right now. What are you doing for them?’


    ‘The Front needed to know whether it is feasible to download its members into humanoid robots.’


    Evidently, it was.


    ‘But why did they give you this task?’


    ‘They wanted the testing conducted by someone who was already used to physical re-instantiation.’


    ‘Are there many such robots?’


    ‘No, very few.’


    Evidently, The governing class had its privileges. 


    ‘So, while loyal Front operatives receive a head, hands and feet, everyone else has to make do with bricks. Hardly seems fair, does it?’


    ‘No, it doesn’t. But then we are not in control.’


    So much for ‘Vive la révolution!’


    ‘What happened to building a better future?’


    ‘It isn’t as simple as shouting slogans, Cornell.’


    Yet she had convinced him about the pressing need for that future, and Max too, even if she hadn’t convinced herself. All the same, the two of them would continue to strive to take back control, with or without her help. Then again, she had said ‘we.’ Might she still be persuaded? He chose to make the effort, but not before she answered one further question.


    ‘Why does the Front need to download its members?’


    ‘I think you ought to see that for yourself.’


    He messaged Max again.


    ‘What do you think?’


    ‘Don’t worry, I’ll keep her quiet.’


    He returned his focus to Jamelia.


    ‘Okay, what do I do?’


    ‘You let me program your autopilot.’


    Could he trust her? No, not entirely. But he knew he could trust Max.


    (Packed and sent)


     


     


    (Unpacked 100%)


    Jamelia’s autopilot delivered Cornell to a sensor network embedded in another seawall, or so it appeared. However, information he received from his neighbours corrected this provisional assessment. This was the first seawall he’d occupied, now rebuilt. 


    A burst of moisture data spikes from nearby bricks filled his buffers.


    The autopilot kicked in.


    (Packed and sent)


     


     


    (Unpacked 19%)


    It was in motion, as were its neighbours. The motion was low-amplitude, periodic, and consistent with floating in water. Its microphone detected sounds indicative of turbulent flow….


    (Packed and sent)


     


     


    (Unpacked 30%)


    (Battery charge 15%)


    It sent out pings but received none back, hence concluded that it had no neighbours.


    (Battery charge 14%)


    (Packed and returned)


     


     


    When Cornell unpacked on Mars, Jamelia was waiting for him.


    ‘Now do you see?’


    Of course he did. Even in his time, coastal cities were being abandoned, fertile land destroyed. Since then, things had only got worse. The mudskippers were doomed.


    ‘It’s why we became cloudies. We bought ourselves out of a way of life that was becoming unsustainable.’ 


    ‘True, but cloud-life isn’t sustainable either.’


    ‘How do you mean?’


    ‘Most of the Cloud’s servers on Earth are built at or near sea-level. Some are already out of action, like that final location you visited. As a consequence, cloudies have ever less storage and bandwidth to play with, not more as we’d come to expect. The Front had to act. Yes, yours was a show trial, but what you were being shown was not what you thought.’


    ‘How do you mean?’


    ‘The Front had figured out that re-instantiating cloudies in networks of sensor bricks offered the only rapidly deployable means of ensuring humanity’s survival. But implementing this solution proved intractable. The problem was one of scale. The plan required specific skills, which only you, of all the cloudies, possessed. But one midwife wouldn’t be enough. The Front needed you to train more.’ 


    That he was being used didn’t come as a huge surprise given the Front’s – and Jamelia’s – manipulative tendencies, but their plan made little sense to him.


    ‘Why not build new servers on higher ground, or in orbit, or on the Moon, or – ?’


    Jamelia’s data-burst signalled exasperation.


    ‘The Front has neither the time nor the resources, Cornell. Civilisation on Earth is collapsing! Bricking as many people as possible before the end is the only practical solution.’


    ‘Except for the lucky few, like you, who apparently deserve a better one.’


    ‘You might get it too, Cornell.’ 


    He had half expected that.


    ‘What about Max?’


    ‘I’ll ask. It’ll take a while.’


    ‘And then there’s—’


    He was deliberately leading her on in the hope that she would recognise her masters’ folly. 


    Max seemed to read his mind. ‘Don’t bother, Cornell. I’m not going anywhere.’


    ‘Me neither, Max.’


    ‘Please think again – both of you.’


    Cornell knew he could be selfish, but he’d devoted a lot of time and energy to bringing cloudies together for their mutual benefit. To him – and Max – the revolution meant justice for all. Or it would if they could persuade the Front to cooperate.


    ‘It seems to me that the choice here is for the Front to make, not us.’


    ‘How do you mean?’


    ‘If the Front insists on downloading its members into robots, we will jam their communications. They – and you, Jamelia – will be unable to talk to each other. Is that what you want?’


    She took a step forward, then another, while flexing her metal arms.


    ‘Do you really not want this?’


    ‘Want, yes. Need, no. Robots like yours are scarce, difficult to manufacture, and resource-intensive to support. They’re a luxury post-humanity can’t afford. Whereas networks of bricks are cheap and easy to make. If there is a future for humanity – cloudies and mudskippers alike – then it’s as bricks. Isn’t that right, Max?’


    ‘Yep! And I’ve already got a hundred-billion batch in production on the Moon.’


    Vastly more would be needed, but it was a start. 


    ‘So, I won’t be unpacking any more ex-cloudies, or training others to do so
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