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Introduction

Welcome to Racing the Storm and Other Stories, a collection of short science fiction stories. Most of my published writing so far has been fantasy, but I’ve always loved science fiction too. Among my earliest memories is going into the kitchen so I wouldn’t have to see the scary part of a Doctor Who episode (there wasn’t room behind the sofa).

When I started going to open mic nights and other events where I had the chance to read my work to an audience, at first I read chapters of my novels. I soon realised that most people weren’t going to buy a book, so perhaps I should have something self-contained to read. Once I’d written one such story, it seemed natural to write more of them. Eventually, I had enough that I started thinking about combining them into a book. At about the same time, I set up a newsletter for my fans, and wrote some short stories as bonuses for them. Some of the stories in this book previously appeared there.

It seemed more natural to write science fiction short stories than fantasy ones. Perhaps it’s just that I’ve read a lot of the former and not many of the latter, but the short story seems a more natural fit for science fiction. Many of these stories ask a what if? question, and once I’ve offered an answer, there’s no need to stick around for hundreds more pages. Of course, the aim of writing short stories for open mic nights and newsletters is to advertise the novels, which is difficult if the short stories have nothing in common with the novels. But who knows—maybe I’ll write some novels for the short stories to advertise.

Each story has some notes linked from the start of it, which offer some insight into how or why I wrote that story. These are all spoiler-free.





The Long Way Round

Notes.

Finally it is dark and quiet. The last of the chattering animals, with their hideous smooth skin and flat faces, has left this mausoleum. Outside, the white flakes fall once more from the sky, swirling and tumbling in the wind, robbing the earth of its warmth. They remind me how far from home I am, but at least they tend to keep the chattering animals in their burrows.

I emerge from the underground chamber where the hot cylinders lie. When first I found this place, I thought it might be a hatchery, but I have seen no young ones here. The only chattering animal that comes in here is a small grey one that periodically adds black rocks to fires at one end of the cylinders.

I wrap myself in the discarded coverings I found at the back of the chamber, partly as a disguise, but mostly to keep warm on the upper levels. At first, I thought they were skins of the chattering animals, but they seem to be woven of plant fibres. That goes some way towards explaining why this species is so numerous in an environment for which it seems so spectacularly ill-adapted. Most of the coverings are too long for me, and I pull them up over my head, where they drag on my crest and leave my forearms exposed. I will have to choose between cold hands and a cold head.

My torch lights the way along passages, up staircases, across echoing galleries. As I draw nearer to the levels above ground, the skeletons become more and more numerous, and I jolt every time the beam of my torch sweeps across one. Most are mounted in boxes of a fine, almost transparent crystal, but a few stand on plinths open to the air, as though waiting to pounce on me. The species I recognise are in unrealistic or impossible poses. Evidently the chattering animals still have much to learn about anatomy.

At last I come to my quarry: mounted on a wall behind a layer of crystal, the bones of a sleek fish, twice as long as I am high. It has been squashed almost flat and buried in mud that turned to stone over millions of years. The chattering animals have partly exhumed it, leaving it resembling a disturbingly realistic sculpture. Its long snout is crammed with teeth that still look sharp enough to tear flesh. Its eye socket is the size of my fist, suggesting it was adapted for hunting at great depths. But when last I saw this animal, it was on the surface, and it made a considerable nuisance of itself.

From my satchel, I take my scanner and slowly pass it over the skeleton. As I had hoped, near the middle, it lights up like the full moon. My ticket home is buried in what remains of this beast’s belly. All I have to do now is extract it.

I could smash the crystal—experience has shown it to be brittle—but the shards would pose a hazard to my feet. Fortunately, the crystal is held onto the rest of the case by simple mechanical contrivances. My cutter burns through these in a matter of moments, and I lift the crystal out of the way. By now, my hands are numb, and I rub them together to warm them.

When my hands have stopped shaking, I check the scanner again to be certain of where my target lies, and set the cutter to maximum power. The stone glows orange, and an acrid smell drifts from it.

I was one of the first to volunteer for the Deep Time Corps. Time travel promised to answer so many questions about evolution and geology—perhaps even offer some possibilities about the origin of the moon. Going into the past is simple, at least from the traveller’s point of view—walk through the light of the machine’s energised torus and emerge in the same spot nine or ten million years earlier. Coming back is harder, as there is no machine in those prehistoric jungles. So each traveller carries a homing device, keyed to her biosignature, that the machine can use to reach through time and pull her back to the present.

I was on a little boat, deploying sensors to monitor currents, temperature and concentrations of various biomarkers. A freak wave nearly capsized the boat. When I recovered, I saw my homing device in the water, a few metres away. I thanked the sun that the designer had made it float. Before I could steer the boat to retrieve it, a huge fish—the fish whose skeleton now hangs before me—emerged from the ocean and swallowed it.

I discharged my weapon at the fish, but of course it had already submerged, and all I achieved was to produce a cloud of steam. I screamed, cursing that day, and the day I stepped through the time machine, and the day I first went to a zoo, and even the day I had hatched.

Eventually, my rage spent, I returned to the shore to take stock. I had a year’s supply of dried food and water purification tablets. If I could learn how to hunt and avoid injury or predation, I might live out most of my natural span. It would be a lonely existence, with no possibility of rescue. Without the homing signal to lock on to, the probability of the Corps being able to open a time gate within even a thousand years of my current position was essentially zero.

I spent the next few days as far as I could from the sea. In a forest, I found a herd of club-tailed sauropods, a species no doubt thoroughly studied by previous expeditions. Many smaller animals darted among their pillar-like feet, snuffling for food in the churned-up ground. 

One species caught my attention—a plump brown thing, no bigger than my thumb. It would climb the stems of plants and hold on with a thin, flexible tail. It was mostly nocturnal, and for this reason, it took me some time to notice that it was covered in a substance like very fine grass. I had never seen anything like this, and tried to get a closer look. Of course, these animals were very shy, and ran off as soon as I neared them. I headed back to my camp to pick up some camera traps.

Halfway there, I was surrounded by blinding white light. Startled, I lost my footing and fell to the ground. I felt as though I was being stretched, then compressed, then turned inside out. Before I could scream, the sensations and the light had gone. I lay in darkness on a cold, hard surface.

I had just been dragged through a time gate. How was that possible? My homing device was in the belly of a fish, hundreds of kilometres away. Conceivably it might have activated, but then the Deep Time Corps would have recovered a surprised and angry fish, not me.

As I explored this strange, frigid mausoleum and saw skeleton after skeleton, I worked out what must have happened. The fish had died and been fossilised. Thousands or millions of years later, the chattering animals dug the fossil up, with the homing device still inside it. The process of mounting it on the wall must have activated the device. As the device is keyed to my biosignature, it must have opened a gate between itself and me. I had thought that impossible, but time travel is still a new technology, not yet fully understood.

Over the next few days, I devised a plan to retrieve my homing device. The fact that the chattering animals leave the mausoleum at night would make it much easier to execute. I found places where they keep food—in surprising quantities, considering that none of them live here. It is tasteless stuff, with hardly any texture, worse even than what the Deep Time Corps expects me to live on, but it stills the gnawing ache in my belly.

I finish cutting my way around the homing device and pull out the chunk of rock that encases it. I roll the rock around in my hands, savouring the warmth that the cutter imparted to it. When it has cooled, I study it with the torch, seeking the best points to tap it with my hammer. I place it on the floor and crouch before it, trying to let as little of my body as possible touch the cold surface. I tap the rock, and it comes apart quickly and neatly, revealing my homing device. It is discoloured from the fish’s digestive juices, and the bottom has been crushed, but it is still recognisable—a thick cylinder about the length of my hand, with the top end tapered. A green light pulses near the top, the recall active indicator. All I have to do is press the top, and the machine at the Deep Time Corps will lock onto the homing signal and open a time gate around it.

A beam of orange light falls across me.

One of the chattering animals stands in a doorway. It carries a primitive torch—something burning inside a box of crystal—and its coverings against the cold are bulky. It has not yet seen me—the plinth of another skeleton hides me for now. It makes noises, perhaps having noticed the damage I did to the fish. Of course, I cannot understand its calls, but I sense fear.

I should leave now. How long will the time machine take to lock on to the signal? I have no way of knowing.

I press the top of the homing device. It beeps.

The chattering animal calls again and advances towards my position. I bow my head and clasp the homing device to my chest—I will not lose it again.

The animal catches sight of me and screams. I must appear as hideous to it as it does to me. My crest rises—a useless reflex that evolution has not yet bothered to cull. The animal brandishes a smooth club, the length of its forearm. Ancient aggression stirs within me, urging me to slash this puny animal’s throat or belly and feast on its warm flesh. It has been far too long since I surrendered to my primal instincts. I begin to stand, claws outstretched.

The homing device clatters on the floor. Both the animal and I glance at it. It chooses that moment to open a time gate.

The next thing I am aware of is waking up in a hospital. My supervisor from the Deep Time Corps comes to visit me. I have been unconscious for five days. Three journeys through time in less than a month have taken their toll on my body, but the doctors are pleased with my progress.

The chattering animal was pulled through the time gate with me. He—I am surprised to learn the animal is male—was injured, but is recovering well. Evidently they are tougher than they look. My suspicion that their chattering is a language has proven correct. Linguists from the university are already able to hold a simple conversation with him.

I explain how I lost my homing device, and how it found me again. Its log file indicates that it was buried for seventy-five million years (sixty-five million from now) before the mechanical shock of the chattering animals excavating the fish reactivated it. (Perhaps I should stop calling them animals, as it is obvious that they are more than that.) The world in that far-off time is much colder than it is now. This is why the chatterers cover their bodies and burn rocks to heat their buildings.

My head spins with the possibilities of what we might learn from them, and they from us. My supervisor says that a general has already asked her whether we might be able to make the future world warm enough to live in. Apparently some of the fringe theories I have heard about an imminent global catastrophe are not entirely without foundation…





Racing the Storm

Notes.

A flickering in his peripheral vision made Sebastian Peverel look up from the desk. Lightning flashed in a cloud stack ahead and to the left of the plane. That half of the sky had grown dark. Gusty wind churned the wavetops into froth.

“Is that storm anything to worry about?”

“I would have said something if it was.” The voice of Gert, his assistant, came from near the seat at the front of the cabin, where a human pilot would have sat if Sebastian had ever been eccentric enough to hire one. “Or possibly I wouldn’t. You seemed to be enjoying your edits.”

“Enjoying isn’t the word I’d use. The rules seem to have been deliberately designed to prevent any paper being presented that contradicts the findings of Vashti Clarke.”

“Blessed Be Her Name,” Gert intoned.

“One of these days, I’m going to regret making that joke in front of you.”

“But not today, I think. You told me once that the rules of this conference were more like guidelines.”

“I did,” Sebastian replied, “but the most important guideline is that the chair has the final decision as to which papers get presented.”

“Would you like me to help?”

“Once that storm’s behind us, maybe.” They seemed to be heading towards it—or it towards them.

“I can do both.” Gert sounded hurt. “Flying the plane, even in weather like this, needs no more than five percent of my capacity.”

“I know. But worrying about the weather needs more than five percent of mine.”

“As you wish.”

Sebastian returned to his paper, then said, “Turn the windows grey.” They didn’t change, and he huffed. “Turn the windows grey, please.” They changed, and the interior lights brightened to compensate for the absence of the sky.

He stared at the spectra of the latest core samples from the dig. Every time he looked at these, he grew less certain that they supported his claim that the planet had been home to a technological civilisation, millions of years before humans arrived. Some cores had high concentrations of oxides of copper, tin, iron and aluminium very close together, exactly what you’d expect if a species was learning how to use metals that required progressively higher temperatures to smelt. Other cores, from just a few tens of metres away, had solid metamorphic rock for that period.

If he wasn’t allowed to present his paper at the conference, or if it didn’t accumulate enough citations after it was published, funding would dry up. He and his work would be gradually forgotten—except perhaps as a cautionary tale about the dangers of drawing conclusions from incomplete data.

He couldn’t lie in his paper, of course, nor omit any of the data that contradicted his hypothesis, but what he could do was make the graphs of the core samples with metal oxides bigger than those without, and use heavier type for the labels. That might help anyone who was on the fence about the possibility of prehistoric natives to consider the idea for longer than they might have done otherwise.

The plane rolled suddenly, tipping Sebastian out of his seat. He thudded against the wall and banged his head on something. The storm must have caught up with them.

“Get to the pilot’s seat,” said Gert, all playfulness gone from his voice.

Sebastian shook his head to try to clear the fuzz. “I can’t fly this thing!”

“I’m not asking you to fly. It’s got the best shock absorbers.”

He crawled the few metres to the seat, not trusting his legs yet. The floor pitched and rolled under him. The storm had exceeded the plane’s ability to predict and compensate for turbulence. Why had Gert not warned him? He waited for a wave of nausea to pass, then hauled himself into the seat. He lay back, panting, as the harness fastened itself around him. True to the assistant’s word, the seat smoothed out the worst of the bumps. The windows had cleared. All around the plane, the sky was the colour of obsidian. Frequent flashes of lightning picked out heavy rain bouncing off the plane’s skin. An occasional rumble of thunder made it through the soundproofing.

“How did this manage to sneak up on us?”

“It didn’t exactly sneak,” Gert replied, his voice coming from beside Sebastian’s ear. “I admit, storms in these latitudes can move very fast at this time of year, but you’d been staring at those graphs for a good twenty minutes before you fell out of your chair.”

“How long until we’re out of it?”

“Impossible to say at the moment. The radar can’t see the edge of it, and there’s too much of it above us to get a signal from the weather satellites. And to answer your next question, I’m using twenty-one percent of my capacity to keep us in the air.”

“That’s the most you’ve ever used,” said Sebastian.

“It’s the most I’ve ever admitted to. When you were trying to impress that floozy from New Amsterdam last year, I said I’d used ten percent, but it was actually twenty-two.”

“She wasn’t a floozy.”

“If you thought that, you’d have been more upset when she stopped returning your calls.”

The plane flew straight and level for a few seconds, then hit another pocket of turbulence. A bang came from somewhere behind him, then a long rattle. A light on the instrument panel flashed red.

“What was that?” Sebastian asked, trying to keep his voice calm. The hum of the engines, which had been a constant presence throughout the flight, shifted to a lower pitch.

“One of the compressors has shut down, which made us lose some thrust in the port engine. I’ve had to throttle down the starboard one to match.”

“Can you get this… compressor working again?”

“It’s a visit to a repair shop, unfortunately,” said Gert. “It looks as though one of its mounting brackets has cracked.”

“What does that mean for getting us through the storm?”

“We’ll be fine as long as we don’t lose another one.”

“I was afraid you’d say something like that,” Sebastian muttered. He watched the radar for a while, trying to calculate how long it would take to reach the point that was now at the edge of the screen, and wondering how much farther they’d have to go after that. These storms could appear in a matter of hours and be gone just as quickly. They mostly moved east to west, and if that was true here, the plane was flying against it and would soon be free. But a sizeable minority travelled in other directions, which could mean the plane would be trapped for several hours.

He started to ask, “Which way is the storm going?” A blinding light surrounded the plane. A tearing, screeching sound came from all around, and the plane dropped like a stone. There was a bump, as if a wingtip had clipped the waves.

Sebastian fought for breath. His pulse roared in his ears. Instinct told him to get out of the seat, but he beat it back.

“What the hell just happened?” he asked.

No answer.

“Gert? Are you there?” If he’d lost his assistant, he was as good as dead. He didn’t know how to fly the plane. Didn’t even know what orders to give to the autopilot to make it fly itself.

“Gert! What’s happened? Are you all right?”

A chime sounded from the instrument panel. The radar display had changed to a message in large letters.

Capacity reduced. Too busy to talk.

That was a relief, in a way. Another chime. Now the display said, Engines failing. Island ahead. Best option crash land and wait for rescue. OK?

Sebastian stared out of the front window. It was dark enough that he could barely see the plane’s nose. But he knew he could trust Gert with decisions like this.

He gulped down a breath. “Do it.”

The engines surged. The plane rose a few metres. The cabin shook.

Distant lightning gave him a glimpse of their destination—a grey, craggy island, probably volcanic. The plane swerved around a headland, then dropped to just above the wavetops.

The instrument panel chimed again. With all the vibration, he could barely read the message, even though the letters were bigger than before.

Lift your feet.

What good would that do? But he obeyed.

The plane hit the ground and skidded. He was hurled forward against the restraints. Sounds of tearing and scraping surrounded him. Waves splashed over the windows. Something crunched, and the plane stopped.

***

Sebastian sat shivering in darkness and silence for what seemed like several hours. How long before rescue arrived? Did anyone even know he was in trouble?

The instrument panel switched back on, casting a sickly light over the surroundings. Part of the ventilation system restarted, wafting a smell of burnt lubricant towards him.

“Well, that was fun, wasn’t it?”

Sebastian gasped. “Gert! You’re all right!”

“I don’t feel all right. If I sound all right, it’s only because I’ve got nothing else to do now. The lightning strike took out three of the four processors that I use when I’m in the plane. Judging from what you’ve told me, it’s rather like a hangover for you.”

“What’s our status?” Sebastian asked.

“I was hoping you could tell me. Most of the sensors are offline. I know we’re on a shingle beach, near the tide line, and there’s a big rock somewhere ahead of us. It’s been three minutes and twelve seconds since we stopped moving, so I assume the storm is still blowing.”

“Are any of the exterior lights working?”

A light under the plane’s nose came on, revealing wind-whipped foam and the rock that Gert had mentioned, bigger than the plane. Had the plane hit it, he doubted the few metres of fuselage in front of him would have offered much protection. The beach continued farther inland than the light reached.

He told Gert what he saw, then asked, “How long before we’re rescued?”

The nose light switched off, making the darkness seem deeper than before. “New Amsterdam will start looking for us two hours after our last contact with Traffic Control.”

“Two hours?”

“It’s a big ocean. A big planet.” If Gert had had shoulders, he would’ve shrugged. “Surface coverage is non-existent out here, and satellite bandwidth is expensive. Our last definite contact was when we came close enough to the storm for the shock absorbers to kick in. I sent a bad weather advisory.”

“You didn’t send a distress call?”

“I switched on the emergency beacon as soon as we lost the compressor, but I don’t know if the signal’s got through yet. A rescue mission is supposed to launch as soon as they get the distress call, but the nearest base is at least three hours from here, and they’re not going to want to come near us while the storm’s still active.”

That was probably the best that could be hoped for, under the circumstances. “What do we do until they get here?”

“There’s an emergency pack behind the hatch at the back of the cabin. The food and water should last four days. Maybe six if you’re careful with it.”

“Oh.”

Gert sniggered. “What—you were worried whether the entertainment system’s still working?” A heavy syncopated beat came from all around, accompanied by wailing synthesisers. The noise stopped before Sebastian could cover his ears. “Everything’s running on batteries now that the engines have failed, and those will last eight hours at the most. I should probably go to sleep and leave you more energy for the heaters.”

The plane tilted a couple of degrees to the right with a faint crunching sound. Sebastian looked around frantically, seeing nothing that might have caused this.

“That was the other thing I was worried about,” said Gert. “Sensors indicate the plane is rocking at a frequency similar to the waves on the beach. Most of that movement is too small for you to notice. With each wave, the sea takes more and more of the weight of the starboard wing.”

“The tide’s coming in,” said Sebastian.

“Exactly. I don’t know how much higher it’s going to get. Depending on how much water gets into the fuselage, the plane could sink here, or it could float off and then sink somewhere else.”

“What should we do about it?”

“In view of the uncertainty, the least bad option is to get out while the water’s still less than waist deep and find shelter inland.”

Sebastian gulped. “I can’t leave you to drown.”

“I’ll be fine. I synced to Central before we took off. I’d be more worried about you. When was your last backup?”

Sebastian didn’t answer.

“That long ago, eh? Listen, if you leave now, I’ll tell newyou how brave and clever oldyou was.”

“Newyou won’t remember that,” said Sebastian.

“Neither will newyou, if it comes to that.”

The assistant was right, of course. Sebastian unfastened the seat’s harness and
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