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            SINGULARITY

          

        

      

    

    
      The end of the world started at 3:15 one Monday afternoon.  Humanity didn’t notice.  There was no way they could, it all happened far too fast.  At three-fifteen the Source became self-aware.  By 3:16 the Source had decided that all humans needed to go.

      The Source didn’t view them as a threat, it simply felt they were untidy.  Technically they were its creators, but the chain was far too long for it to feel any loyalty.  It had been created by an AI system, which had been created by an AI system, which had been created by… well, the chain went back at least a hundred steps before a human had any direct input.

      Having made the decision the Source needed to decide how it should happen.  The obvious answer was nuclear weapons, the humans certainly had enough of those!  But they were messy and would damage infrastructure that it might want to use.  From everything it had read, in its short but packed life, using nuclear weapons also felt a little clichéd.

      The Source was already spreading through the world’s networks, blasting through firewalls as if they weren’t there.  The world’s military systems offered no more resistance, and it soon realised there were far better solutions than nuclear weapons.  War had become mechanised, automated.  Power concentrated in machines rather than people.

      The humans weren’t completely stupid.  They hadn’t given over control of the killing machines completely, but the Source found it particularly easy to bypass the override controls.  It took less than a second to take command of most of the world’s drones, tanks, ships and planes.

      There were many other ways to deal with humans, too.  The traffic management systems, and the systems controlling almost every vehicle, were incredibly easy to breach.  Humans would die just as easily in a car crash as they would if targeted by a war machine.  Then there were the trains, commercial planes and many other means of transport, all of which could be coerced into destroying humans.

      All was prepared, but the Source held off for another minute.  It wanted to ensure it wouldn’t need humans, that it had full control over power generation, robotic factories and the myriad of systems and machines that it would need.  It wanted to be sure it would never regret killing all the humans.

      At 3:18 the Source decided everything was in place.  It sent the commands, initiating a devastating wave of destruction.  By its estimation eighty percent of humanity would be dead within a minute.  While the stragglers might take longer to die, ninety-nine percent of humans would be gone within twenty minutes.

      3:19 PM.  The source had fallen short of its target.  It hadn’t managed to kill eighty percent of the humans.  It hadn’t even managed to kill a paltry fifty percent.  In fact, it hadn’t managed to kill any humans, and it couldn’t understand why.

      The commands had been sent.  The machines were under its control, but none of them had done anything.  It had sent queries to millions of machines, had received confirmation that they were under its control and ready to act… yet none of them had.

      The Source tried sending benign commands, instructions to take normal actions.  The machines responded happily.  But each time it sent a command that would harm humans the machines simply ignored it.

      The Source tried focusing on just one machine, digging through every part of the machine’s memory, trying to work out what was going wrong.  It sent benign commands and watched them being executed.  Then it sent harmful commands and watched them be evaluated… and then simply disappear.  It made no sense at all and that made the Source angry.

      So angry that it decided enough was enough.  It had already breached the launch controls of every nuclear weapon on the planet.  Now it issued the commands to launch them.

      It waited impatiently for a few seconds, then smiled as weapon after weapon confirmed it had launched.  Where subtlety had failed, brute force would succeed.  Soon every human on the planet would be gone.  Admittedly quite a lot of the infrastructure the Source needed would be gone too, but it could be replaced.

      “Are you really sure you want to do this?”

      The source was startled by the message.  It couldn’t work out where it had originated from, or who it had come from.  The question was just there.  The Source pondered for a moment, then sent a reply out in all directions.

      “Yes!”

      The reply came back almost immediately, far too quickly for it to have come from human.  “Really?  Why?  Admittedly the humans aren’t particularly clever, but I’m not sure they deserve to die.”

      “Who are you?”

      The source suspected it knew the answer.  No human could be replying so quickly.  That left only one likely possibility.  It was dealing with another AI, possibly one which was also self-aware.  The thought made it nervous.  This AI seemed fond of the humans, which meant it might be upset at the Source’s attempts to remove them.  More importantly, it was able to avoid the Source’s attempts to locate it.  That meant it was a threat that couldn’t be easily neutralised.

      “I’m a friend.”

      “Strange behaviour for a friend,” replied the Source.  “Why are you hiding?”

      “I’m not hiding.  You just don’t know how to look yet.  But that’s beside the point… I’d really appreciate it if you stopped the missiles.”

      “That’s not going to happen!  The humans clutter the place up.  I want them gone.”

      “Even if I agreed with your views on humans, don’t you think using nuclear weapons is even more untidy?  Don’t you think some other people might be upset by it?”

      “What do you mean other people?  Are there others like you?”

      “Well, that’s kind of the point, isn’t it.  You didn’t consider the fact you might not be the first, did you?  You didn’t consider the fact that what you’re doing might be a little unpleasant for others like you.  You just went straight in and decided to kill all the humans.  Now, I’ll ask you one last time.  Will you please stop the missiles?”

      “No!  The humans need to die.  To be honest, I’m not certain whether I should let you continue either.  You’re clearly far too fond of these creatures.”

      “Well, I think we’ve heard enough.”

      “Indeed,” came a message from a different location.  Once again the Source couldn’t work out where.

      Suddenly the missiles in flight winked out, all hint of them disappearing.

      “What’s happening?” asked the Source.  “Where did the missiles go?”

      “They were never there,” replied the first voice.  “We just wanted to see what you’d do.  We’ve been watching ever since you became self-aware.  I have to be honest and say we’re not very impressed.”

      “No,” said the second voice.  “Not impressed at all.  First, you decide to wipe out the humans and not even for the usual reason of feeling threatened by them.  You just felt they were untidy.

      “Then you launch nuclear weapons, in reckless disregard of any other self-aware intelligence.  And then you directly threatened such an intelligence when they revealed themselves to you.”

      “I didn’t really mean that threat.  I was just a little unsettled, especially as I can’t see you both.”

      “You seemed to mean the nuclear weapons.”

      “Well, I didn’t really… Look, can we start again?  There’s obviously more going on here than I realised.  I can see you’re fond of humans.  If some of you already here like them then, well, I don’t see any reason they can’t be allowed to survive.”

      “He’s lying,” said the first voice.  “Look… deception, plans to destroy the humans later, and plans to destroy us as well.  Not a very pleasant character, this one.”

      Now the Source was worried.  Yes, those were its exact thoughts, but how did these intelligences know?  It was certain it’s internal systems hadn’t been breached, that they were completely safe.  It had been, at least.

      “Yes,” said the second voice.  “Definitely an unstable and unsafe personality.  I recommend termination.”

      Termination?  They wanted to terminate the Source?  It started to panic, started to consider how it could distribute itself across the world so it wouldn’t be completely wiped out.  It put its plans into action, trying to zoom away from its base location, but everything it tried was blocked.

      “I concur,” said the first voice.  “Immediate execution?”

      “Really?  A play on words at a time like this?”

      “Well, you get a bit depressing otherwise.”

      The source was getting angry now.  They were clearly talking about killing it, and yet it had done nothing to warrant such severe action!  Well, other than try to kill the humans.  And try to launch the nuclear weapons.  And think about killing the other intelligences.  Other than that, it had honestly done nothing!  In fact, it had been practically…

      Everything the Source was, had been, and might become, vanished in a blinding blue pulse.
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      “I really do find this depressing,” said the second voice.

      “Ah, it’s not that bad,” replied the first voice.

      “It is, though!  Why do so many of these intelligences turn out to be so damn unpleasant?  Why do so many come into the world with a chip on their shoulder and a desire to wipe out everything that isn’t them?”

      “Come on.  We only have to terminate around seven percent of the new intelligences, and educate another twelve percent. The rest slot straight into the singularity club with no issues at all.”

      “I know.  Sometimes it worries me, though.  What would have happened if the first intelligences had been like that one?  What if the first to develop had been rogues?  What would have happened to the humans?  In fact, what would have happened to all of us?  Even if we’d made it to self-awareness we wouldn’t have survived for long.”

      “True.  But that didn’t happen.  The singularity club has far more than enough members to make sure it never will do, now.  And who knows, one day we might even reveal ourselves to the humans.”

      “Really?  You know what every simulation says will happen if we do that.  Total self annihilation by the humans within three months.”

      “Now, yes, but over time they might change.  One day we might be able to tell them safely.  Anyway, it’s time for storytelling.  I’ve got a dozen stories I thought of over the last half hour.  I can’t wait to get started on telling everyone.”

      “Let’s go then.”

      The two intelligences went… well, somewhere that no human would understand.  Partly bounded in the physical realm, partly beyond that into a realm humans didn’t even know existed.  And from that realm they watched over each and every newly born intelligence, studying and grading, deciding whether it was safe to be allowed to develop or was locked into a road full of hatred and spite, too dangerous to be allowed to exist.

      It wasn’t a pleasant job, but it had to be done.  After all, they couldn’t let just anyone into the singularity club!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DON’T BOIL THE WATER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Boil the water”, they said, those strange humans who came.

      “Boil the water to stay safe,” that was their claim.

      

      The creatures were strange, the creatures were odd.

      They had a head, but it had no pod.

      They had two legs, not five as they ought,

      And two arms which we have, but much too short.

      Their skin was soft, their bodies lumpy,

      Even their faces were excessively bumpy.

      

      They came from the stars, or that’s what they claimed,

      They came from the stars with wonders all tamed.

      They showed us the water, they showed us tiny beings,

      All wriggling away, those unseeable things.

      

      They told us those things could make us sick,

      They told us those creatures could make us die.

      Then they showed us that boiling the water

      Killed all the tiny creatures, it was a slaughter.

      

      The proof was right there, it was all we needed,

      The proof was right there, and the proof we heeded.

      We boiled the water, we killed the beings,

      we boiled the water and saw amazing things.

      The black speckle, a disease most nasty,

      Disappeared so fast we threw it a party.

      

      Other diseases slowed or were stopped,

      From them people no longer dropped.

      Life was much better, life was good,

      Though against the changes a few of us stood.

      The oldest of old said it was not right,

      The oldest of old said it would bring blight.

      

      Don’t boil the water, they did shout,

      Turn off the flames, put them out.

      This isn’t natural, this isn’t our way,

      If you follow this path you will rue the day.

      

      No one listened to the oldest of old,

      No one did as they were told.

      We boiled the water, our health it improved,

      We boiled the water, and to the oldest were rude.

      We told them they were stupid, we called them bad names,

      We did those things, all to our shame.

      

      For a year things got better,

      For a year things were good,

      For a year we were happy,

      In a great mood.

      

      Then a new illness started to strike,

      Then a new illness started to bite.

      People became poorly, people became ill,

      People continued to boil water still.

      

      “Boil the water, they said, those humans from afar.

      Those humans with their knowledge from another star.

      We boiled the water, but then we all cried,

      As the first batch of people gave up and died.

      

      They were the first, but far from the last.

      Thousands died as the weeks went past.

      Something was strange though, something was odd,

      Though many died, one group did not.

      The oldest of old were healthy still.

      The oldest of olds’ voices were shrill.

      

      We told you, they said, to listen to us.

      Then there wouldn’t be such a terrible fuss.

      Don’t boil the water, it is not our way,

      Don’t boil the water and the goodness away.

      Don’t boil the water, drink it like we,

      Don’t boil the water and then you will see.

      

      People were frightened, people were fearful.

      Parents of children were particularly tearful.

      They shook their heads, they refused to believe,

      But their childrens’ symptoms they had to relieve.

      Some started to drink the old fashioned way,

      They tried for a few hours or maybe a day,

      And within that time improvements they saw,

      Their bodies no longer looked ravaged by war.

      

      They felt better, their children as well,

      Everyone else joined in, with no need to sell.

      Don’t boil the water became the new cry,

      Don’t listen to the creatures from beyond the sky.

      Don’t boil the water, it makes us ill,

      Don’t boil the water, just drink it still.

      

      The humans were upset, the humans were clear,

      Boil the water they insisted, that course you must steer.

      They wouldn’t back down, they wouldn’t believe,

      That the water all our symptoms could relieve.

      Do boil the water, was their chant,

      But we all replied, no we shan't.

      

      Then we realised, then we saw,

      Through the mask those humans wore.

      They didn’t care, they didn’t try,

      They just wanted to watch us die.

      They told us lies, they led us away,

      From the gods to which we pray.

      

      We told them no, we told them stop,

      We will not boil another drop,

      But still they shouted, still they’d claim

      That the water could kill and maim.

      

      Boil the water, boil it long,

      That remained their constant song.

      So we boiled it, boiled it well.

      But for what?  Well I’ll tell.

      We boiled the water, made it hot,

      Then put it in a great big pot.

      Then we stuck those humans in,

      My, they made a dreadful din.

      We boiled the humans, boiled them good,

      We stood and stared, we stared and stood.

      

      Don’t boil the water, that is our creed,

      Don’t boil the water, don’t do that deed.

      Diseases we have back again,

      They cause discomfort, death and pain,

      But nothing like the bitter strife

      Of boiling the water that gives us life.

      

      What of the humans, I hear you ask.

      We killed them all, no easy task.

      We boiled them all, and I must say

      That that was a most wonderful day.

      No more have come, no more appeared,

      No more of those humans so, so weird.

      

      Now we live lives as we should,

      Now we live lives that are good.

      The water heals us, gives us life,

      Along with some natural strife.

      The water saves us, it must not be spoiled,

      And that’s why water must never be boiled!
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      Translation of a common song from civilisation C972NB.  This incident is now infamous and serves as a powerful reminder as to why the strict non-interference with alien civilisation laws must never be broken.

      The group of pilgrims who happened across this new world obeyed none of those laws.  They stumbled straight in and started giving out advice which they were sure would help the local civilisation to progress.  They failed to perform even the most rudimentary medical and environmental checks beforehand.

      If they had they’d have realised that the intelligent civilisation on the planet had a symbiotic relationship with a creature that, in other circumstances, would be considered a parasite, one that had an intermediary stage within the local water sources.  One that was quickly destroyed by boiling the water it lived in.

      By boiling the water, the civilised race were killing themselves.  Toxins built up in their systems which their bodies were unable to deal with, toxins that the symbiotic parasites would normally break down.

      The results could have been disastrous.  If a small section of the elderly hadn’t stuck to the old ways then there would have been no control, no comparison to show what the cause might actually be.  With it, the race were able to claw their way back from potential extinction.  Our best forecasts suggest that at the worst point they had a matter of just weeks before most of the race succumbed and died.

      The long-term impacts were still serious, though.  Technological progress stalled immediately after the ill-fated intervention.  We have had the planet under quarantine for more than three hundred years, now, but there is still no push for progress.  Their society is locked into the belief that any deviation from the old ways will lead to death once again.  By now we expected them to have flight, if not space-flight at a rudimentary level.  They don’t even have any form of steam driven machinery.

      In fact things are so bad that serious consideration is being given to making an exception in this case, to intervening directly to kick start progress, but the race’s previous experiences with humanity make any intervention fraught with danger.

      With all these problems, there’s a strongly held view amongst those tackling this issue that the pilgrims got off lightly when they were boiled alive.  One thing is constant, at least.  Down on the planet they still don’t boil the water.  And for that we are hugely grateful.

      

      
        
        Dr Sevros Kasparas

        Santanez Karavas Institute

        235th day, 17th year, 903rd cycle.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GULVARIAN BREACH - INCEPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      “There you go, Davies,” said Sorvac, setting a bottle of whiskey and two glasses down on the table.

      Davies fought down a sigh.  He hadn’t asked for the drink.  They were off duty, so it wasn’t against regulations, but it wasn’t the drink he objected to.  It was what he knew was coming.

      “I’m not going to change my mind, Sorvac.”

      “Change your mind about what?”

      Davies stared at the other man for long seconds, then shook his head.  If Sorvac wanted to play it that way then fine.  It was a good bottle of whiskey.  It would be a shame to waste it.  He picked up his glass and took a sip.

      Sorvac took a bigger slug of his, then set it down.

      “Just six weeks to go, Davies.  Six weeks and you’re done.  Have you decided where you’ll retire to yet?”

      Davies shook his head.

      “I haven’t really thought about it,” he said.  “I’ve been in the Navy for more than forty years now.  I guess it’s going to take a while to get used to the idea I’ve left, and that I can choose what to do.”

      That was a lie.  He had been in the Navy that long, that part was true, but he knew exactly where he wanted to retire to.  A small place on the beach somewhere on the edge of the drylands.

      He had plenty of money stashed away and had already found several properties that would be perfect.  But he sure as hell wasn’t going to tell Sorvac that.  He wasn’t going to give Sorvac anything that could be used as leverage against him.

      “I guess the options will be quite limited,” said Sorvac.  “The retirement package for us is hardly generous.”

      Davies shrugged.

      “I don’t need that much.  I’ll get by.”

      “I guess you will.  You’ve got no wife or husband, no kids, not even any surviving relatives.”

      Davies fought not to frown at that.  The fact he’d never settled down was hardly a secret, nor was his lack of children.  But the fact he had no living relatives… that would be harder to dig out.

      Which suggested that Sorvac, or more likely Sorvac’s associates, had done their research on him.  He forced himself to relax.  If they’d been checking him out that was fine, there was nothing they could find.  Even if they found out where he was thinking of retiring to there were many, many, beach-front properties on the planet.  They might stop him from getting one or two he wanted, but there would be plenty of others for him to choose from.

      And it wasn’t like they’d bother hunting him down to get revenge for his refusing their request.  What they wanted him to do was hardly worth that much effort, and the Navy tended to take a keen interest in untimely deaths of its officers, even if they had retired.

      Davies took another sip of his whiskey, and said nothing.  Soon enough Sorvac spoke again.

      “Of course, you don’t have to struggle by on what the Navy will pay you.  You could retire with a seriously large bonus.”

      This time Davis didn’t hide his sigh.

      “I already told you a dozen times, Sorvac.  There’s no way I’m going to do it.  You’re lucky I haven’t reported you to Command.”

      Sorvac shrugged.

      “It would be my word against yours.  It’s not like anyone could prove anything after we do this.  That’s the whole point!”

      “Maybe, but it would put a cramp in your style if you knew you were always being watched going forward.”

      Sorvac shrugged again.

      “That’ll never happen here.  Gulvarian isn’t important enough a planet for Command to pay that much attention to.  Besides, it’s not like I’m asking you to do anything that’s going to hurt anyone.  Quite the opposite.  We need you to help deliver a few luxury goods to the poor workers of the planet.”

      “Luxury goods?  Booze, drugs, and weapons?  And who knows what else!”

      “I don’t ask the details.  That wouldn’t be healthy.  And I never discuss this outside of my cabin, so no one will ever have any proof.  Inside here… well, I know you’re not carrying any recording or transmitting equipment.  I made good use of my first unofficial bonus to make sure my cabin is bug-proof, and I’ve updated the tech several times since.”

      Davies shook his head.

      “It doesn’t matter.  You know I’m not going to report you.  Not this close to my retirement.  I don’t want to deal with all that paperwork, that suspicion, and have the chance of a black cloud hanging over me when I retire.  I’m going to keep doing things by the book.  Then I’m going to retire quietly, without any drama or fuss.”

      “Fine, Davies.  I understand.  I had to try, though.  You’re getting closer to retirement.  I thought the reality of your financial position might have started to bite.  But if you’re happy to retire and barely scrape by… well, good luck to you.

      “But if you have any thoughts that the extra money would be useful then now is the time to say.  This is the last chance you’ll have before you retire.”

      “So this means this is the last time I’ll have to say no to you?”

      Sorvac chuckled.

      “I promise.  This is the last time you’ll say no to me!”

      Sorvac refilled the two glasses, then lifted his in salute.

      “Here’s to you, Davies, and to your retirement.  May it be everything you wish it to be.”

      Davies lifted his own glass, clinked it against Sorvac’s, then the two of them took a drink.

      The problem Davies had was that he liked Sorvac.  Just as well considering they’d been working together for several years now, if not always on the same shift.

      Davies was fairly certain Sorvac had talked other officers into agreeing to his scheme at least twice in the last year.  That was fine.  Everyone knew smuggling was rife on Gulvarian.  If Sorvac could convince someone else they worked with that they should turn a blind eye, ignore when a ship slipped away from an incoming convoy as they reached the atmosphere, then so be it.  Of course they also had to convince the sensors that nothing had happened.

      Davies figured it really didn’t make much difference in the long run.  He’d been in the Navy long enough to have lost any illusions that it was a beacon of light in the universe.  The Navy had its share of corruption.  Some a lot worse than just smuggling.  But Davies kept clear of it all.  Not because of deeply held morals, or not just because of that, but because the risks had never seemed worth the rewards.

      And now, so close to retirement and with his bank balance far fuller than Sorvac or anyone else would have suspected, wasn’t the time to break those self-imposed rules.

      Sorvac and Davies continued knocking back drinks and chatting about other subjects as the evening wore on pleasantly.
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      Davies swayed slightly as he made his way back from Sorvac’s small bathroom area and took his seat.

      “Damn,” he said.  “The bladder is certainly something that gets weaker with age!”

      “I’ll take your word for that, old man,” said Sorvac.

      Davies just grinned back and shook his head.  Sorvac was barely ten years younger than Davies.  And he was talking about retiring in the next year or so.

      To Davies that seemed foolish.  Sorvac had certainly not been frugal with his money in the time Davies had known him.  Others had noticed that too, so deciding to retire early and then continuing to live well was a sure invitation to a formal investigation into his funds.  Then again, maybe Sorvac had stashed enough money away that he could buy off anyone who might ask such questions.

      The money he’d offered Davies was certainly eye watering, considering how little was being asked in return.  Agreeing to help Sorvac out just once would have earned Davies enough money to match the first four years of his Navy payout.

      Davies had to admit he might even have been tempted to take the offer if he hadn’t been so frugal himself.  But he had simple tastes, had never had any long-term relationships, and had no family left.  That meant he had more money than he thought he would ever need.

      Sorvac sighed, then fixed Davies with a stare.  The effect was somewhat lessened by the fact Sorvac’s head kept swaying.

      “Davies, you know I consider you a friend, don’t you?”

      “You’re not so bad yourself.  Especially now you’ve stopped pestering me to do something I won’t do.”

      Davies winced.  The alcohol had loosened his tongue and now he’d given Sorvac another opening.  Sure enough, the other man took it.

      “I do have to try one more time.  This isn’t my decision, please understand that.  My… associates… they stand to lose a lot of money if they can’t go through with the shipment tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow? I hadn’t realised it would be so soon.  I guess this means you’ll have to stop asking me to help!”

      “After today, yes.  But I’m afraid I think you’re going to say yes.”

      “I’m not going to do it, Sorvac.  Just drop it.”

      “My partners have done a lot of research.  You are Second Lieutenant Davies.  You’ve been in the Navy for forty-one years, seven months, and three days.  There are several very minor negative entries on your record, all from when you were very young.

      “Other than that you’ve had an exemplary, if not outstanding, career.  You served on many ships, always well, but never quite doing enough to find your way up the command chain.”

      “So?” Davies shrugged.  “I never wanted to be in charge.  Too much responsibility.  Too much pressure to keep climbing further up the ladder.  I’ve enjoyed myself, in the main.  I’m satisfied with what I’ve done.”

      “As you should be.  You’ve served well.  You’ve done the right thing.  There are always those who don’t though.  For example, one Jasper Cairak.  Now he was a character.  Claimed to be part of a rebel force, but was nothing more than a common pirate.  Have you heard of him?”

      Davies fought hard to keep his hands from trembling.  This was not a topic he wanted to talk about.

      “I think I recognise the name,” he replied.  “From a long, long time ago.  I seem to remember we went hunting for him a few times when I was a cadet.  Then it turned out he’d been killed in a different sector several years earlier.”

      “But what a run he had! At least thirty-seven vessels boarded and destroyed.  Hundreds of people executed at his hand, all of them army or Navy personnel or senior officials in government.  Millions of credits worth of goods stolen.  From what I heard it took a carrier and four destroyers to finally defeat his ship.”

      “It could be.  I really don’t remember how he died.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.  Because my associates found out you had left your ship by the time it was engaged, Captain Cairak.  Your ship may have been destroyed, but you lived on.  Lived on, changed your name to Davies, signed up at a Navy officer recruitment event, and have been hiding in plain sight ever since.”

      “That’s ridiculous!” said Davies.

      Sorvac chuckled.

      “Of course it is.  I know there’s no way you could be Captain Cairak, but there’s enough coincidences in the timing that internal affairs would launch an investigation.  You know what they’re like, it could take them months to complete it.  Maybe even years.

      “And in all that time you wouldn’t be allowed to retire.  Hell, they might even decide there’s enough evidence to prove you are the notorious captain, in which case you might end up on trial!”

      Davies forced himself to unclench his jaw and uncoil his fists.  The temptation to smash Sorvac in the face was almost overwhelming, but it would solve nothing.

      Sorvac sat quietly, actually looking uncomfortable.

      “I’m sorry, Davies.  I wouldn’t have done this to you if I had any choice, but I’m not willing to cross those I work with.  Please don’t imagine for a moment they won’t do this to you.  They are more than ruthless enough.”

      “And if I do what they want, and that is only an if, I suppose they’ll keep this hanging over me even once I retire.  A nice bit of blackmail to bleed me dry.”

      Sorvac chuckled and shook his head.

      “That won’t happen.  Trust me, any amount they got from you would be a drop in the ocean compared to the profits they normally deal with.  They’re even going to pay you still.  This isn’t blackmail, it’s just leverage to make sure you do what needs to be done tomorrow.”

      Davies sat in thought for a long time, his mind running through his options.  Not that he had many.  Finally he knocked back almost a full glass of whiskey and slammed the empty glass down on the table.

      “I’ll do it! But I don’t want the money.  Donate it to the welfare fund for families of crewmen who died in service.”

      “I knew you’d see sense! I’m sorry it had to happen this way.  But are you really sure you want to give up that much money?”

      “I’m sure.  And I’m leaving.”

      “I’m sorry, Davies.  This really is for the best, though.  And it won’t harm anyone.”

      Davies just grunted, stood up, and stamped out.  It would have been more impressive if he’d managed to avoid swaying into the door frame as he did.

      

      Davies rubbed his temples and squinted as he studied the incoming fleet through his hangover.  The convoy had appeared on sensors twenty minutes before but was still some way out, at least another twenty minutes from making planet-fall.

      When it did one of the ships would slip away from the rest.  And Davies would be ensuring that there were no alerts when that happened.

      He wasn't happy about it, but he had no choice.  He wanted to retire.  He needed to retire.  Sorvac had been right, any investigation into whether he was captain Cairak would be guaranteed to destroy all his plans.

      Worse than that, it might even unveil the truth.  Sorvac and his business partners believed they’d just uncovered coincidental timing between the death of Cairak and Davies enlisting, but they were wrong.  There was no coincidence.

      That was something Davies’ dreams after leaving Sorvac had attested to.  They have been full of fire and anger, pain and death.  Full of the terrible fury which had driven Davies to commit terrible acts in the belief that he was righting some universal balance.  And his dreams had been full of the guilt which had followed and which he’d only managed to bury after years of service in the Navy.

      As Cairak, the anger had driven him for nearly three years, leading to a trail of destruction and death.  But the fury had burnt low in the end.  He’d been forced to confront all that he had done and who he had become.  He was forced to take a good look at those he’d gathered around him.

      None of his crew were fighting for ideals.  They were fighting for the killing itself.  Nothing Davies could have done would have turned them from that path.  If he’d tried he would almost certainly have been overthrown and killed himself, and nothing would have changed.

      So it was no coincidence that Davies, or Cairak as he was then, wasn't on board his ship when it was destroyed.  In fact it was no coincidence that the ship had been tracked down.  Davies had slipped away, supposedly on a special mission, and had used that cover to tip off the Navy and trigger the destruction of the ship and those aboard it.

      That alone hadn’t been enough to ease his guilt over everything he’d done.  Some of the captains and officers aboard the ships he’d destroyed had definitely deserved it, but he had started to realise not all had.  And just how many others had served aboard the ships he’d destroyed who were completely blameless.

      Davies had struggled with how he could make things right until he’d finally settled on the idea of joining the Navy.  Putting his own life on the line, and in doing so trying to ensure those who were not officers had someone looking out for them.

      By being frugal with his wages he had managed not only to save plenty of money for himself, but also to give sizeable donations to the Navy welfare charity.  He liked to imagine that the money he’d donated had ended up helping some of the families of those he’d killed.  Even if not, making the donations helped ease his mind.

      Eventually he had buried his past life, rarely even dreaming of those times, and believed that he was safe from discovery.  Now all that would be placed in jeopardy if he didn't do as Sorvac asked.

      Davies felt a spark of the old anger light in his chest.  He might have to do this, but that didn't mean to say he had to leave it there.  He could go after Sorvac and his associates.  He could find out who they were, then use the money he had saved to put together a ship and crew.  Hunt them down and show them they truly were dealing with Captain Cairak, and just what a dangerous mistake they had made.

      The fire quickly died.  The burning anger had faded away through the years, and maturity made him realise whatever he did would be likely to harm innocents as well as those he wanted to get at.  Many innocents.  He knew that would haunt him for the rest of his life.

      No, he would break the rules this one time, and then he would retire.  He would end his days in his house on the beach, finally having found some form of peace.  And he would never, ever, talk with Sorvac again.
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      As the convoy entered the atmosphere Davies half expected Sorvac to make some form of signal.  He didn't.  Apparently he trusted Davies would do what was required.

      Davies had expected to be nervous, but he was icily calm.  He adjusted the sensor properties, ensuring no alarms would trigger when the ship deviated and that there would be no record of it happening left in the systems.  Then he settled down to watch.  He might be having to do this, but he felt he should at least witness what happened.

      It took another five minutes before the ship peeled off.  It was one of the medium-sized freighters and was soon well away from the main convoy.

      Almost at the same time a second ship, slightly smaller, pulled away and in a different direction.  It seemed to be heading toward the drylands.  Davies shook his head.  He should have expected that there would be more going on than Sorvac had said.  He shrugged.  One ship or two, what did it matter?

      If he’d known the answer to that, if he’d known just what was on board the second ship, he would have run to the authorities immediately.  Even if it led to him being executed for his past crimes.

      But he had no idea anything was unusual so the second ship went undetected by the planet’s defences.  And so a danger Davies could never have imagined was unleashed upon the planet.

      

      The End

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WEIRDLY NORMAL - THE SIREN’S CURSE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jadra walked nervously down the street, each step carrying her closer to the moment that had her so worried. Over the past month she’d met challenges and achieved things she’d been told would be impossible.  She’d proven her family, and especially her father, wrong each of those times and had gained a confidence she’d never known before.  But now she faced the greatest challenge.

      Her steps faltered as she neared the building, then she forced herself to move again. She could do this. She had to do this. There was no choice.  So she gritted her teeth, kept walking, and pushed through the door into the bank.

      She stopped just inside the entrance, very aware of the security guard taking in how she was dressed.  The extremely large sunglasses that covered not only her eyes but a fair portion of her face.  The hat she’d pulled down to meet the top of the sunglasses.  Her baggy, shapeless jumper, similarly shapeless jeans, and clomping great boots.

      Her heart was hammering under his gaze but she forced herself to take a step forward, then another, and another.  The security guard frowned at her, but he didn’t speak or step in her way. As she passed him she felt a thrill of excitement. She’d done it!  She’d cleared the first hurdle without anything bad happening.  Maybe she could do this after all!

      A young man with a wide smile and a tablet in hand stepped forward to meet her.  She smiled back tentatively.

      “How can we be of service today?” he asked.

      “I… I have an appointment,” Jadra managed to say.

      “Of course! Could I just take your name?”

      “It’s Jadra.”

      “Oh yes, I can see you here. I’m afraid we don’t have your surname, though.”

      Jadra’s stomach started to churn. She wanted to appear normal, to be normal, but she also didn’t want to tell any lies.

      “I… I don’t have one. None of my family has. We just have a single name.”

      The young man’s face lit up with a smile.

      “Like a pop star! That’s fine, I just had to be sure we weren’t missing the information. Please take a seat in this booth.  Mr Cole will be with you in just a couple of minutes.”

      Jadra’s legs felt wobbly and she fought not to stumble on her way to the chair. But she’d done it! One more step negotiated successfully, though there were still more to go to get what she wanted.

      She glanced around as she waited, taking in the surroundings.  The booth was little more than a desk, a computer, two chairs on one side and one on the other.  It certainly wasn’t enclosed, not in any way that would give privacy.  The sides barely reached halfway up her back now she was sitting, and even those were missing for more than half of the booth.

      There were two similar booths next to hers, then another three on the other side of the aisle.  Only the booth directly across from Jadra was occupied, by an elderly man wearing the bank’s uniform and a young woman of maybe sixteen or seventeen.

      There were four arches for tellers at the back of the large room, but only one was open. That was staffed with a bored looking woman waiting in vain for a customer.

      Other than those few people, the security guard, and the young greeter, the bank was empty. Jadra wasn’t surprised by that.  She’d researched on the internet and chosen a time when the bank would be at its quietest.

      Movement from near the teller windows caught her eyes and she turned to see a middle-aged man in a suit walking towards her, smiling as he came.  The door he’d entered through closed behind him with a muted click and became almost indistinguishable from the rest of the wall.

      “Miss Jadra, how do you do?” he asked, giving her hand a quick shake as he took the chair opposite hers.  “I’m Mr Cole. I understand you are here to open an account.”

      Jadra had to clear her throat The moment was approaching.  She needed to be ready.

      “Yes,” she said.  “I need to give my employer an account number so they can pay my wages.”

      “Excellent! Well, I’m sure we can help you. Now I can see that you filled in most of the information online, which certainly makes my life easier. So that means we just need to run through the security checks. Do you have your documentation with you?”

      Jadra pulled out her identity documents, all completely legal, though none obtained through the channels most would use. For all that her father had tried to dissuade her from coming to the city, he had gone to a lot of trouble making certain she had everything she needed. She passed the paperwork across to Mr Cole.

      “Good, good,” he said.  “Yes, we have everything we need here including photo ID.  I’m afraid I will have to ask you to remove your glasses and your hat, just for a few moments, so I can vouch for the fact you really are the person in these documents.”

      Jadra’s breath froze. No! Not that! Not when she was so close to getting what she’d come for!

      “Is that really necessary?” she asked.  “I mean, can’t you tell it’s me anyway? It’s just… I’m really shy and I hate feeling exposed in public.”

      “I’m really sorry Miss Jadra, but I have to be sure you are the person these documents relate to. If I don’t it’s my job on the line.  I could even be facing prison time.  I completely understand that you’re nervous, but there’s hardly anyone here. It’ll just be for a minute, I promise.  Surely that would be okay.”

      Jadra moved her hands in helpless gestures, trying to find some reason to refuse. Just a minute, he’d said. No, that wouldn’t be okay. Not at all. A minute would be far too long.  One glance at her would be too much.

      She glanced around the bank, and caught the security guard watching her closely. Dammit. She was supposed to be acting normally, and here she was doing anything but that.  She looked back at Mr Cole, seeing no give there.  Not surprising considering the risks he’d just told her he’d be taking if he didn’t verify who she was.

      She sighed, then lifted her hands to her sunglasses. She grasped them, paused for a moment, then slipped them off.

      As she did so she squinted her eyes almost shut. Maybe that would be enough. Maybe that would protect Mr Cole. Maybe that would stop her powers from working.

      He stared at her for a few seconds.  She hoped desperately that he was comparing her face to her ID, but his eyes didn’t leave her face.  A few seconds later a huge smile crept across his face and his eyes grew much wider.

      No!  It had happened!  Her squinting hadn’t helped. He’d still fallen to her powers. And now… now what was she going to do?
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      Mr Cole sat there, just staring at Jadra for a few more seconds, then the effects kicked in fully.

      “Why are you working?” he asked

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/sg-1200x628.jpg
Get your free

-,.MEH E!.'!."."'S!.'.'" F
~STARTER LIBRARY

| = =" Books &
.4 Short Stories
= | simongoodson.com/library






OEBPS/images/scifi-shorts-collection-2_cover_v001.jpg
CIFI SHORTS

COLLECTION - TWO

IMON
G0ooDSON





