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CHAPTER ONE

MANOTH
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"Hey, ugly, this is my patch."

"What do you want, Manoth?" Young Darg clenched his teeth as he shook in fear.

"Your lard-filled arse."

Darg sighed. "You won't win any beauty contest Grunty."

"What did you call me?"

Darg exhaled, lips pursed. These bastards had pushed him around for years. "I called you Grunty."

"I know what you said, bitch. You're scared, aren't you? Like always. Mr. Nice all the time. Mr. Never-die. You make me sick."

Manoth punched him square on the nose. Darg fell, and the two fawners kicked him in the head.

"Sod off, Manoth. You're nothing. You're a bully."

"Hold him down."

Manoth taunted and teased him about his appearance. The two supporting bullies knelt on his arms. They punched while Manoth kicked, laughing.

Darg's heart pounded. He grabbed a handful of sand and threw it in Manoth's eyes. He sprang up, kicking, biting, and punching. He struck Manoth's head with a sharp rock. Manoth's limp body thudded onto the beach. Blood soaked into the sand.

The other two froze and stared.

"Yeah, you're next." He panted, his heart thumped, and his fingers buzzed. The two ran off shouting, "He's dead. You're gunna pay, lard arse."

Never before had he contemplated taking a life, even that of an insistent, nasty bully. He crouched, seething. Darg looked left and right, seeing the sun dropping over a distant hill. He stared at his long shadow rippling over little hills and valleys in the sand. His world shrank, and he felt his heart palpitate. His sweat cooled in the evening breeze, and a fall in temperature raised goosebumps. His chest heaved. 

Gradually, he entered a foreboding mental state. A shadow spoke, you'll never get away with this. I'll haunt you forever. I'll follow you. I am your shadow. I am death and malice. You will never be at peace.

He looked around. Seeing no one, he ran away, hoping to escape retribution, but the shadow followed. Darg ran faster, glancing back, and of course it matched his every move. "Leave me alone," he shouted. He tripped over a root, which sent him tumbling into a bank of grass. The shadow twisted and bent, lurched, contracted, and expanded as he rolled. Darg stood once again, stared at the dark shape and hyperventilated. His rapid breathing made his fingers and toes tingle, causing him to breathe even harder, and then he passed out and collapsed.

When he regained focus, the sun had gone down, and the menace had melted away. He put his hand to his chest. He pounded the sand until his knuckles bled.

A musty smell and eerie silence loomed under a darkening sky. On the horizon were heavy clouds. An unpredictable, swirling wind lifted his shirt, making him shiver. Rain seemed inevitable. He had to get back to his village and confess. His parents would disown him and throw him to fate, but he knew he couldn't shake his death-shadow.

A few drops dented the sand, forming little craters. The smell of rain should be a pleasant thing, but this  reeked of danger. He quickened his pace, stumbled, breathed short nervous breaths, and the rain hardened. Within ten strides, he was soaked to his underpants. He felt cold and frightened.

He hoped to get to his village in only twenty minutes rather than the usual hour. Sand collected on his boots, making it hard to run. Cold air stung his lungs, and he developed a strange metallic taste, which often preceded a natural disaster or a terrible situation. It worried him.

When Darg reached the brow of a hill and saw his village, he couldn't see any buildings through the thick heavy rain. Dusty-smelling water pelted the ground, bounced high, and deafened him. Uprooted trees floated in a muddy, contaminated mess. 

His ancestors had built the village in a valley, and the surrounding hills diverted floodwater into the streets. The wind strengthened, and more huge trees toppled. With tears lost in the rain, he stood and watched a roof tear away. The water in the streets were impassable, and Darg could do nothing but watch. He saw his village destroyed. He saw bodies swept downstream—first a young girl, then a group of adults—followed by pets and livestock. He stood and watched, soaking wet, with hair swirling and tangled by the wind. 

Reality had taken time off. All that was familiar had become alien, yet homely memories danced in his vision as he recalled social gatherings with friends and relatives, dancing while his parents watched. They held an almost imperceptible smile, occasionally glancing at each other, holding hands. He imagined voices of children playing in the yard. He could almost smell the scent from freshly baked bread. But it was all gone.
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The storm eased, and the sun glowed red over a distant hill, which reminded him he'd been awake, afraid, cold and hungry for more than a day. Morning light bounced off gushing water to blind him with millions of sparkles. He stood alone, the last of his kind. Knowing Korams could live thousands of years, his shoulders drooped while guilt wrapped him in its clammy coat.

Darg gazed at a nascent blue glow in the sky. He hung his head and waited, hungry and thirsty.

When the floodwaters eased, he trudged into the disorder, searching for clean water, food, and lost relatives and friends. Bodies littered the scene. He saw faces frozen in terror. He found nobody alive to rescue, and nobody to witness his confession. Darg must live with his demon shadow. Upon realization that it would take many days before someone happened by foot, or horseback to discover the disaster, and many more before distant authorities could tally the bodies, He walked back to Manoth, picked him up, and carried him to the village.

~~~
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Decades later, Darg had developed a numbing routine.

He crouched down in a field near his cave, grabbed a grasshopper from the morning dew-laden grass, and sucked it into his mouth. He let his strong chunky hands dangle by his side. The insect kicked in desperation before Darg chewed and swallowed. "Ears on their bellies. It's amazing really. Sorry bug, but I have to eat."

He rested and drifted to a sleep.

Your tiny mind thinks time must always flow. You think you can only sit at a point in space, don't you? What's special about space? Doesn't it ever occur to you that you can sit at a point in time? Stay there, and let space move all around you? Can't you let space do the flowing instead? What could you do with that?

An alluring image of a beautiful young lady faded away, and Darg awoke. Bleary, he scratched his head, yawned, then flopped back down.

Every night for years, he had the same image, the same feeling, and the same message. But he didn't know what or if it meant anything at all.

He looked at a familiar octagonal tower as the sun rose. It had sundials outside, a water clock inside, and a wind vane on the roof. On each face were illustrations of Greek gods.

"Six fifteen. Every day I wake at six fifteen, in the same place, doing the same thing, every day, talking to myself and telling myself about how I'm talking to myself—" He stopped his repetitive routine at the sudden realisation he may as well be stuck in time. Although he didn't wish for another disaster, nothing exciting ever happened. Nothing significant ever happened.
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Darg often passed by the local tip. "Ah nice. Everything you need to know. Book 21. Philosophy. Let's see. Now I've found books called Philosophy, Religion, Science and Metaphysics, All About Periods, Planet X, Pyrography, Musical Instruments of the 14th Century. And wow, there's so much plastic."

Unable to integrate with society, for three or more human generations he hid in his comfortable cave near the coast. The entrance was well hidden behind foliage and big rocks, and by swinging a massive counterbalanced slab of rock into the opening, Darg made sure he was not discovered.

Tregost was the nearest town. His books were discarded by the national library of Threghostra, and all out of date, out of print, and about technology of at least a decade gone. He picked up a copy of last week's paper and huffed. 

Breaking news. August 17, 1970. Barbarian Beast Baffles Boffins. Who is Mankind's Mythical Monster man? Does Tregost have its own El Chupacabra?

Stories like that made him more reclusive.

One morning, Darg found an old heavy book. He opened it wide and then stood, entranced, captured and bemused. Every page burst with colour images of naked humans in unusual poses in confusing settings. Repulsion turned to awe and respect when he learned that the plates were reproductions of works of art.

Over the years he'd watched the construction of the Gallery de Rue. When it was complete, humans came in fancy clothes, females tottered on pointed, elevated shoes. Some were graceful, and some looked in pain. The men wore dark suits with bow ties and crisp white shirts. He longed to be part of society, to marry and prevent an otherwise inevitable termination of his line.

In time, glossy high-quality books, full of sensual art, and provocative poses gave space and number to thin, insubstantial staple-bound garbage, full of untruth, inconsistencies, and trash talk. The library was a ruin, and the elevated ladies no longer tiptoed into and from the once magnificent gallery.

Outside his cave, facing the ocean he sat on a log and wept. Day into night, into weeks upon months, he ate little, and drank only what nature compelled.

His cave faced east and the sun tickled the ocean waves. Darg gazed through the flames of a campfire at the incredible beauty of nature and sighed. He took a knife and cut deep into a goat's carcass. The meat oozed, and dripped into the ashes. It sputtered. The carcass of a goat could feed him for weeks if only there was a way to preserve it; but it was hard to contemplate expending such energy when in the presence of a powerful dark desire to enjoy the searing kiss of that beckoning blade.

Sometimes he stood in the early morning breeze while sea spray crusted on his lips. He constructed a still. From sheets of plastic, and sticks for support, he made a contraption that let water evaporate and leave salt behind. It took him many days, but to a Koram a few weeks is but only a flash, and his latest kill became a seething, smelly maggot hovel. He tossed the useless mass to the scavengers. Seagulls squabbled over the meat, beaks open, and wings flapping while Darg watched, wondering what is in their tiny brains. Were they happy? Did they know they would die one day? If they knew, would they care? Darg muttered as he gazed at the noisy flapping birds. "One day, one day I'll die somehow." He rotated the shiny steel blade in his hand, marvelled at exquisite machining, and squinted as the sun reflected off its edge.
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Darg's mood settled over time, but he lived a mindless routine. Sleep, eat, read, eat, sleep. He found a little red fruit and tasted it. "Rock fig." He wrapped some of the sticky white latex inside a tough leaf. "I'll trap crickets with this."

His books and they served him well but one day he discovered something different. Darg was foraging in a dump and found a small neat cardboard box. He opened it and pulled out a flat device. ebook-II it said. Puzzled, Darg turned it over in his hands. The instructions were still inside. After assembling it, he discovered the battery was dead, but tossed it in his bag anyway.

Over the months Darg found many electronic devices, most broken, and none with working batteries. Sat cross-legged on the ground near the beach, he tinkered with them, talking to himself as usual, "Put this here, unscrew. Snap that off. Red wire, white, blue. Stuff it. They need gluing in or something."

Darg looked up. It was getting dark and hard to see. In the distance, some boys were playing on their bikes. The sun melted behind the hills, the shadows faded. There was a sliver of a moon. Darg watched silhouettes of the boys doing tricks while their headlamps flickered. By pulling his hair forward, he hoped he couldn't be seen clearly.

They stopped. "Mum says not to talk to strange men," said the middle sized of the three boys.

Darg turned away. "Your mum is right."

"Sokay. I know who you are."

Darg looked up, hoping that the boy couldn't see him in the dark.

"You're Mr. Halpenner, the gardener."

Darg had no idea what the boy was talking about, but played along. "Sure."

The youngest stood by his bike. "It's time to go now. Mum said so. Do you like my bike?"

"I do. I really like your light. What is it?"

"Dunno. Dad gave it me and a new thingy for my birthday. It goes on the back wheel. I got the old one in the basket. Wannit? I don't need it." He picked out a rusty dynamo and placed it on the ground.

"Thanks. Hey, what's your name?"

The boys didn't answer. They cycled away without looking back. Darg watched them go and had a strange feeling. This was the first interaction with humans in many years. It wasn't as bad as he expected but he thought, They couldn't see me. It would-a been different if they could.
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Darg cast an odd scene in his cave with a creaky exercise bike, propped up with driftwood and wires unprofessionally twisted onto contacts on the dynamo. The dynamo drove a bodged up regulator. Panting, he peddled while holding one hand on the bike, and in the other, the electronic book. Sweat dribbled down his arms, faltered at his elbow, glistened in a shaft of sunlight, then dropped to the cave floor. Each drop made a small dent in the dry dust.

Darg learned a lot. He found plug-in devices filled with old literature, and he revelled in thousands of pages of technical information about bizarre inventions called CPU and LASER. He read about a fuzzy-headed man called Einstein. "E-I-en-stee-ine. Fascinating stuff. I love that LHC too. So cool, smashing atoms. So, so cool."

As he foraged in an electronic waste tip, it was inevitable that he found different devices, different content, and some with full colour video and sound. Some played old black and white videos with scratchy sound. Darg mimicked the characters as he watched.

"I coulda had class. I coulda been a contender. I coulda been somebody, instead of a bum, which is what I am, let's face it."

Sometimes, he reflected on his sorry existence, and lamented that he was an eternal bum unable to die except by accident, and destined to live alone. But no Koram has dodged every life-threatening situation for more than about ten-thousand years. His time would come. Oddly, pondering mortality gave him comfort. To live forever renders any action or achievement utterly insignificant. At the same time, the concept made him feel small and worthless.

Although he didn't recognise or appreciate the effect, watching an endless supply of movies taught Darg how to behave in the unlikely event he would ever be accepted by others.

Without being conscious of it, he wore an imperceptible smile. For the first time since before the incident with Manoth, Darg was having a good time. The moving scenes and interactive devices almost made up for loneliness.

Darg saw the devices get more sophisticated every year. Three dimensional screens gave him some interesting challenges as he tinkered with the technology.

He hunted, foraged, read his paper volumes, and powered his devices for some forty years until he felt confident to wander away into the world at large.

Darg's extended isolation had fractured his consciousness and he began to invent an alternate sense of self, vocalizing to an invisible audience. "That's enough." His voice trembled. "We go today. We leave—can we leave?" The tone of his voice, and volume increased as he debated. "Oh we must. Society awaits us. Indeed it awaits. So go then. Why? It's comfortable here. Go because you must. Go for yourself. Go for the future of Koramians."
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Darg stepped out of his cave in the year 2112. He stretched, stumbled, turned for one last look, then gathered his essentials.

As the cave faded with distance, an ever changing and new horizon materialised. He walked along the shore line, his head covered by a hood. A passing dog-walker tipped an imaginary hat, with an overacted, "Good morning." Darg responded with a grunt.

He carried many old electronic books of various makes and designs in his backpack, filled with enough digital reading material for decades.

By day the sun charged a book. By night he sat and read.

He hunted and fished, avoiding direct contact with humans. He made fire, distilled seawater and preserved meat. He foraged among e-waste for tools and in the forest for food. Technology changed at an exponential rate. Cities grew higher and more populated, while machines tended farmlands. It was a surreal scene. There was something ominous and foreboding about trusting the world's food production to a matrix of robots. But Darg enjoyed technology and the challenge of keeping up to date. No sooner did he find a new toy and get it working, he found a newer invention.

With the technology, came more information and sadly, more misinformation. One incredible thing was a tiny dot glued on the end of a small pin. The package said, Memory Seven. When he unfolded the package, a polite and clean holograph of a woman dressed in a long white robe played like an advertisement.

Welcome to Audiobug from Memory Seven, inventors of high temperature superconductors. Audiobug is your personal quantum supercomputer. Install it today. It's perfectly safe. It simply mimics your DNA. No rejection, 100% guarantee. Memory Seven's amazing array of products will bootstrap, and initialise automatically. Never worry about recall again. Perfect every time. Memory Seven's patented synaesthetic accessories give you a new sense to die for. Install it today. Welcome to Audiobug from Memory Seven—

Darg read the instructions several times. The pin picked up electromagnetic radiation partly from his surroundings, but mostly from tiny mechanical generators embedded in each wrist, and each ankle. Only the size of a letter "O", the dot's million interleaved insulated layers stored a charge. As each leg and arm swung the pin picked up and stored energy from a short electromagnetic pulse. Connected to the capacitor, was a quantum computer, and millions of nano-CPUs. According to the instructions, it had enough storage to record everything Darg saw or heard.

Darg hesitated. "S'pose I can always take it off."

It drilled into his jawbone. The pin hurt as it pierced his skin and Darg grimaced.

The audio connector was branded with striking fluorescent green letters and a dark red drop shadow. "Audiobug." Around the name was an oval rendered in black and gold. The shape had hints of six tiny legs and a subtle set of mandibles.

"Do not eat," it advised.

A small leaflet, printed on what looked like rice paper read, Remove outer package and discard. This package is biodegradable in ultraviolet light. Store in a dark place. Remove inner capsule and twist apart.

He followed these instructions while his hands shook and his breathing shallowed.

As Darg touched it, it bit him. He winced. Then the rod-shaped thing folded almost in half like an inchworm, and its backside bit him. He tried to pull it off, but it hurt. The front end let go, moved forward, and this pattern repeated. There was nothing he could do to stop it. It travelled up his arm, over his shoulder and into his left ear. Darg heard himself scream like a sissy. It scared him as an induced sound made his vision pulse with colours in odd three-dimensional shapes. He sensed his own scream played back to him. Darg was harassed by an echo of everything he heard, and saw flashing patterns of many colours and pulsating shapes. It made him nauseous. It hurt. He regretted opening the stupid thing.

"What have I done? I hate this."

"What have I done? I hate this," it repeated, accompanied by blue flashing shapes.

"ARGH." (Argh.)

"Damn it." (Damn it.)

He wondered why the humans had made such a thing. He wondered why it seemed unstoppable. Was it something forced on people? The advertisement didn't explain everything. Did the government force the dot and other accessories into unwilling people? Was it for power or for control?

It scared him, and he couldn't be rid of it, but after many months, his brain accepted the device. He learned, somehow, to tolerate the echoes and patterns until they became part of his psyche. Darg found that when he read aloud, the information was stored somewhere but he couldn't tell if it was in the dot or in his brain. Nevertheless, it became useful, and he grew to like it, and even depend on it because it gave him coloured audio of everything he'd heard at every place. With perfect recall, he could retrace his steps, or work out if he was somewhere previously visited. He remembered every sound and every object that made the sound. If he heard a bird twitter, then the shape of the bird was translated into a three-dimensional representation, and a unique way of pulsing with specific colour-combinations.

Although he suspected the rate of information from a visual collector could be overwhelming, the promise of a literal photographic memory was powerful.
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CHAPTER TWO

GULLY
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In a desert-like stretch of sand dunes, Darg cocked his head to enjoy the soothing sounds of waves, and smiled. He stopped for a meal of fresh fish. He licked his fingers and tossed the scraps high into the air. "Here you go sky rats." One of them shit on his head.

"For f— I should hate you lot." But the gulls, unlike humans, were indifferent to his appearance. One in particular became familiar. Darg guessed it was a 'she'. While wiping his head with a dry leaf, he asked, "Hey Gully? More?" It was a stupid name. Childish in fact, but Darg didn't have any critics, so he could do as he pleased.

Gully had a deformed foot. The left one curled under and to one side. This made her limp comically. Darg enjoyed that. She sported a red ring around the left eye, and an incomplete pink ring around the other. The birds annoyed him but Gully was different. She made him laugh and by week's end, he considered her a companion. Never before had he befriended a bird, not least one who marked him with crap so regularly.

By one of many Saturday nights Darg was almost through the dunes. He heard music from distant parties, and he hung his head.

After one more day, he would be at the perimeter of a huge metropolis. Beyond the horizon, a tremendous flash illuminated the entire landscape. More flashes hurt his eyes. The shadows of sand-rooted plants at his feet danced. Darg froze and watched.

Each pop sent pain into his jaw, and his senses were overloaded with colour, sound, and shapes. His teeth ached. The vertebrae in his spine tingled unpleasantly. In an instant, his new sense died. He was startled by the silence, but soon after, he visualised the words, Syscheck. Bootstrap. Initialise. Things returned to 'normal' in the post implant sense of the word.

Gully swooped overhead. Darg grew tired, then slowed to a stop. He stood in a dream, yet awake and concerned. However, through exhaustion, he bedded down among small tuffets in the sand. Gully let out a raucous squawk which made him jump, then she waddled toward him, climbed onto his head and nested in his tangled ratty hair. Through the night, Gully preened Darg gently, undoing a few of the many knots.

At the break of day, as his consciousness surfaced, he became aware of something on his head and instinctively batted it with enormous force.

Gully lay still on the sand. With wide eyes, Darg took in what he'd done in his stupor. He gently picked up the bird, whose head flopped to one side. Gully's left eye was open, unfocused, and the other was bleeding and shut tight.

"No. No. No." Darg wailed, "Killed it, I did. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid."

Darg cradled her. A sticky liquid oozed from each of his eyes, solidified, dried, then fell when he blinked. Among the grains of sand, they sparkled in the morning sunlight. Darg gave up hope, placed Gully among the grasses, and made scuffing footprints north toward the city. His head hung low, and his guts ached. Such feelings were foreign and disturbing. His implant conjured a vibrant raucous mismatch of colour and piercing, pulsing ragged shapes. He shuddered.
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By midday, Darg reached the outskirts. A decrepit sign stood at an angle,

Welcome to Sheltinnar.

pop. 225,000,000.

A thin wire fence stretched to the left and to the right as far as he could see.

As he approached it, he heard an electric crackle. His implant recorded a long blue glowing filament. Then he felt a twinge in his knees. He took one step more and buckled to the ground in agony. His muscles spasmed. He was pinned to the ground with a powerful unseen and mysterious force. Never before had he experienced such pain or immobility. His heart raced, and after an agonising few seconds, he blacked out.

While Darg was trapped and unconscious, a huge, barely visible shimmer loomed overhead.

It was an aircraft. It had tiny computer-controlled wave guides all over its surface, and there were trillions of them. They routed light around the craft. The air around it shimmered. The machine made a quiet low-frequency hum.

The aircraft hovered for a while, then dipped and glided down to land a few pacers inside the perimeter of the city. As the humming faded, the craft became visible. Darg was still knocked out. When the engines cooled, the heat shimmer died, and it sat idle, cold, mechanical, and strangely beautiful. It had no pigment, but tree-filtered rays of sunlight pierced the scene causing magnificent waves of vibrant colour to sweep and flit on the surface. The waveguides refracted light like tiny prisms. Gusts of gentle wind made them waft. It was a parallel in light to masterful baroque music of the early 1700s.

A soft grinding noise increased in intensity. The structure shook and undulated. The ground rumbled, and then it burst open from an outside-inside-hole, into a flat, circular, open office. Strange pastel-yellow creatures sat on weird chairs. Complex instrumentation podiums stood in special places. The bodies wore clothes, or something that looked like clothes.

Of about thirty strangers, only one turned on the spot and stood. What looked like a chair was part of the creature. One leg telescoped into the body, leaving a small knob which shimmered red. The seat and back of the chair melted away as if consumed by the being. Instead of bones, the appendages were under fluid pressure like a hydraulic digger. It stood on three boneless legs. The apparent clothes were flaps of skin which dangled, and moved like a leather dress. The creature was able not only to open and shut its mouth, it could open and shut its whole face. Eyes: two, sometimes six, but when they shut, they disappeared, like the mouth could do. Ears: not present. Nose: not present either, but might be related to a stubby snorkel-like appendix drooping from the back of where its mouth appeared. If breathing involved a slow morph into a porcupine texture before returning to the usual shape, then it breathed about once a minute.

As the creature moved, it sometimes shot out two stiff telescopic rods from its head that looked like a tuning fork. When it did this, the thing vibrated inaudibly most times, but occasionally made a pure 'eeeeeeeooooo' sound. Some of the other beings responded in kind or altered what they were fiddling with on the consoles.

Darg was still unconscious. One of the creatures glided toward him. As it approached the thin wire fence, the alien lit up bright blue, and Darg's rigid unconscious body relaxed. The alien stepped onto the fence, pinning it to the ground, and studied Darg. The tuning fork shot out, and signalled with a elaborate mess of audible tones. The creature bristled, and 'breathed' fast and shallow, as if frightened. Four more creatures glided over, hesitated, consulted each other, then took an arm and leg each, while the leader lifted Darg's heavy head.

As they raised him, his tatty hood fell away, and each creature opened all eyes, and mouths in unison. They all bristled, then dropped him. Two of the creatures froze on the spot, the remaining three fled behind a tree.

Darg stirred, which sent the leader and the others scurrying. But he didn't wake, so the leader approached him with an outstretched probe that extruded from its body. The probe was about one to one and a half pacers long. At the tip, there was a small instrument. It had tiny lights, but the lights were under the skin. In all, eight lights could each display hundreds of colours at varying intensity. The creatures read the patterns from the sensitive probe.

The leader stood to scan him and communicate with the others. It paused at Darg's nose, his chin, kidneys, heart, and some of the bigger warts which marred his skin. Each time it sent information to the others. Those stood at consoles bristled, and connected into the podiums with extrusions. The podium chirped in response, and sometimes glowed. The delicate scanning continued for three or four hours. The creatures didn't tire, lose concentration, or take a break. Their operation was efficient. Nothing surprised them or interrupted the flow until the probe detected one of the power generators in Darg's wrist. It sent a wave of coloured lights through all the communicating creatures. That was of great interest, and the leader stopped scanning. The beings analysed what they found. A cacophony of musical notes filled the still air.

When the scanner found Darg's implant in his left ear, it caused a tremendous commotion. The creatures bristled and chattered musically. The podiums displayed a continuous exhibition of intricate and sophisticated lights.

Darg stirred, but they were too engrossed in their analysis to care.

When the leader turned to Darg, it noticed he was waking. It hesitated, then asked the others for help. They carried him to the middle of the aircraft. Darg wriggled, making the startled creatures drop him with a thud. They retreated to a safe distance, each extruding two hydraulic appendages. They surrounded him, fused into a circle and glowed grass green, then ochre, and then red. When they all glowed, the space around Darg folded into itself and fully enveloped him.

The creatures relaxed, retracted all the extra bits, de-bristled and then grew a chair each. Presently, in their own strange language of tweets, vibrations, whistles and hoots, they made plans.

"Apeliotes?"

"Yes, Boreas?"

"We have success?"

"Let me check. Yes."

"How many viable universes do we have?"

"About ten to the five-hundred."

"Can you pick a study?"

"On what specification?"

"The probe says he is reclusive. We need to study one of him that interacts well with others."

"I'll start a scan," Apeliotes said. Shrieks and trills filled the air as Apeliotes concentrated at a console. All the aliens watched, commenting on progress, and pausing when he found dead ends.

Darg had been folded. There were unfathomable trillions of copies of him inhabiting trillions of universes, and Boreas was eager to choose a study which gave the best chance of experimental success.

"This subject is suitable, but you know we need a universe containing those meddling pair, don't you?" said Boreas with a long low vibrato tone.

"Slips and Garlow?"

"Yes. Them. Zero appointed a One to keep an eye on them."

"I know, but they are such bumbling fools. Wait. That will narrow the search. Being such idiots, they don't survive for long."

"What's the search space now?"

"Two hundred billion universes."

"And the implant. Make sure it's functional. Make sure it knows how to reset if something goes wrong." The scan was deep and complex, taking several minutes.

"That narrows it to one hundred and five million."

"And the techmites, pick one where they've evolved to sentient status."

"We're down to five universes," Apeliotes said.

"Did you dial in the first requirement?"

"Not yet, there's not much to choose from."

A big soft alien entered the conversation. Eos contorted her face and opened only one eye. "He's ugly in all of them."

Boreas raised two arms. "Maybe by your standards Eos. You are picky. Apeliotes, choose the least worst."

"I guess we have one, Mother," Apeliotes said, "universe 6.02214076E23."

"That will do. All you brothers must cooperate. Do you understand? We can't have any mistakes."

Skiron spoke. "I don't like that implant. It's trouble. Where did he get it from anyway?"

"We need him to have it," Boreas said. "Zero logged a memo a few moments ago about that but there was no explanation. Dial it in Euros. Let's watch."

The Octs joined tentacles in an eight-sided regular polygon surrounding Darg. As the leader, Boreas stood north, Kaikias joined him at north-east and then Apeliotes, Euros, Notos, Lips, Zephyrus, and finally Skiron who stood north-west. Skiron snarled at Notos for no apparent reason. They didn't get on well and Boreas had considerable trouble controlling them.

As soon as Skiron joined Boreas, a shimmering translucent aura surrounded Darg. The hands of a clock projected from him, telling the time at exactly noon. With the speed of a shadow on a wall, a fine needle similar to the seconds hand on a watch drifted from Boreas toward Kaikias.

"His time has begun," Boreas said.

"How long for this fold?" Notos asked.

Zephyrus quickly replied, "One year in his time, and one week in ours. Are you happy with that Boreas?"

"Fine. In one week, he's back. Then we can harvest the information. That implant you saw, that's what we'll take, but we need to work on an enhancement."

"Settle into position," Apeliotes said, "let's watch. Kaikias, you can communicate with our folded selves. Help them."

Kaikias sent a message to their folded selves: "Universe 96485.33212: Carry the specimen into the grasses. His probe tells us he left a bird there. Do it before he wakes, and he'll think he had a dream. That bird seems to be a companion. He killed it in this universe, but in his mind, it will still be alive."

~~~
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Darg woke to the early morning sun with a headache worthy of the morning after a wild night out. Gully had finished preening Darg's hair, and nested in the grass beside him. She looked contented and alert. Darg squinted at her. His head pounded, and he couldn't move without feeling nauseous.

Gully squawked.

The bird launched into flight with a powerful, efficient push. Darg raised one lip. The last time he saw Gully jump, it was awkward and weak but now, she seemed perfect.

"That's not Gully. They all look the same anyway."

He thought she must be somewhere near, maybe scavenging. Despite feeling uneasy about his dream and the loss of his little friend, Darg stretched, washed his hands, feet and face in the sea, then ate some rations. Although troubled, he walked toward the city but he got a weird feeling, paused, shuddered and said, "Déjà vu?"

He moved with trepidation. Like Gully, the bird circled overhead and crapped on him. "Damn thing," he yelled. He picked up a stone and threw it skyward. The bird caught it.

"Shite. Clever little bastard timed it for when the first derivative became zero."

He looked at the sea, contemplating a dip, but the short lapse cost him dearly. The mischievous bird dropped the stone on the crown of Darg's head.

Darg yelled loudly, cursed and hopped with his hands on his head, and from one foot to the other as if performing a comical dance for two-year-old children. "Stupid bird. Ow. For crap sake. Damn that hurt. Shit." It dropped a milky load again right on target. The gull squawked loud, then glided down and stood defiantly on the sand just out of reach.

One eye had a red ring, the other pink. "Gully?" he inquired.

"Squawk."

Darg's implant matched a colourful pattern with the bird's voice. "Bloody hell, it is you, but your leg's good. I don't understand."

Darg scanned the scene to be certain there was no one around, stripped off and walked into the surf. The damp sand squeezed between his toes, and for that moment, he was happy to be alive.

His hands seemed smoother than normal. He passed it off as the benefit of his recent fish diet.

Gully paddled in the shallow surf, foraging for titbits while Darg lay down and dried his olive skin in the morning sun. At that moment, he was content. His keen mind raced from one subject to another, exploring a vast mental landscape in the gestalt, as if flying over mountains and valleys in a small aircraft. Occasionally, he would land at an interesting place and fall into a meditative state where time in his mind, and time outside became disconnected. He existed only in the moment, and it was lovely. The sun was wonderful, the texture of the sand exquisite, and distant noises of nature slowed his breathing and pulse.

Unfortunately, his blissful state was interrupted by two orange webbed feet, one on each cheek. He opened his eyes, only to be confronted by a raised bottom. The bird's anus swelled and lifted, but Darg's view of this was in super slow motion. "O o o o h h h h. N o o o o o o o o. Y o u u u u u u d o n n n ' t. Y o u L I I I I I T T L E B A A A A S T A A A A R R R R D."

One part of his mind was an observer. The other had total control. As the poop dropped, Darg lifted Gully off his face, tossed her into the air, and rolled over before getting soiled.

From Gully's viewpoint, within one second, she had a mischievous crap, and in the next, she was forced to flap furiously. She would have heard a high-pitched squeak to then see his supine form vanish and instantaneously appear, prone, to one side.

Darg was intrigued. He'd never experienced anything like this. It was unique, it was sublime, frightening and exciting. Had he developed super powers? Did Korams in their prime get this skill?

"What manner of sorcery meddles with the laws of physics like this?" he said, spitting sand.

Darg dressed, gathered his things, shot Gully a look of warning and walked toward the city.

Darg was within a minute's walk to the city boundary while Gully circled overhead, and he swivelled his head skyward, ever aware of potential turd bombs.

In the distance, he glimpsed a delicate wire fence. He froze. An electric blue crackling line jarred his vision. This was not something he was seeing, it was something he remembered. It was different. It was a memory—like a dream—but even more like real memory. He saw an unfamiliar fence, yet he remembered it crackling with an intense and frightening noise.

Darg was confused, shaking, and unable to step forward. Instinct told him to retreat. Logic told him he was being silly. Gully flew out over the sea.

For a long time, Darg stood like a statue. The air was still. There were no sounds, no animals, and no people.

Gully swooped over his head toward the fence. She spread her wings in a glide and tilted upwards, as birds do upon landing. As she stalled, Darg saw her stiffen and drop. She lay on the ground, shaking.

Without thinking, Darg rushed forward but paused. The hairs on his neck raised and he was aware of something overhead. He saw nothing solid, but there was a strange interference in the air. He stared upwards with a grimace, and caught a slight smell that was difficult to identify.

Something invisible hung above, and he tracked a shimmer to ground. He saw a huge puff of sand. Through his implant, Darg sensed a hum, and a pastel pink haze. The low-frequency humming died down like the whine of a siren. As the sound faded, a huge aircraft materialised before his eyes. It was beautiful, iridescent, bathed in colour, yet not pigmented. It reminded him of a beetle's shell, a butterfly's wing or shimmering dew on a sleeping dragonfly.

Darg couldn't fathom the shape of the aircraft, although he studied it hard for perhaps fifteen minutes, maybe an hour. It wasn't a normal object. He couldn't pick a spot on the surface and call it inside or outside. He searched his memories with the help of his implant. "Oh," he said, "it's like a Klein bottle."

Darg was startled when the structure vibrated and shook the ground, and an electric atmosphere built up. The vibrations reached a crescendo and then the whole structure burst open as rapid as a popcorn kernel. Darg gasped at the ship's transformation. He covered his ears and shut his eyes tight as a strong blast of warm wind hissed past his ears. Darg's tangled hair twirled and knotted even more, while small particles of sand stung his skin.

On full display there appeared a control centre with strange creatures busy at consoles. "Aliens?" Darg whispered.

One of them transformed, drew what it was sitting on into its own body, and glided toward Darg. Darg wanted to run but curiosity prevented him. He was frightened at this spectacular and weird sight, yet felt compelled to stay put while his heart slowed and pounded with strong deliberate beats. Burgeoning adrenaline made his muscles twitch.

Darg had seen videos of octopuses morphing, changing colour, becoming camouflaged and then suddenly visible. These creatures looked similar. They were boneless intelligent things, he suspected, either from another world, or originally from deep in the ocean.

The creature inched toward Darg but soon it was clear. Gully was the target. The alien disabled the fence by pressing it to the ground. When it reached the bird, it stooped, extruded a tentacle and scooped her up.

Darg watched, mouth open until, without consideration for his safety, he rushed at the creature, intending to snatch his friend, and retreat. But when Darg was near the alien, it turned and threw not energy, not an object, but space itself. Whatever the alien did, it was not like anything he'd experienced. It was as if space were tied in a knot, binding him.

The alien approached Darg. Its smooth featureless face was centipacers away. Then it opened all its eyes and studied Darg like an art critic might study a painting. The creature opened its mouth, and Darg heard and saw a sound. It was pale yellow. "Yebsnorh. Yebsnorh flur, somnaught wharmal?"

Darg felt a slight release, and he was able to move his mouth and eyes.

The creature tried again, this time with a more guttural speech, "Gach shlure kough?" (Maroon coloured.)

Once again, this sounded like a question, but Darg had no idea how to respond. In any case, he was scared and any attempt at speech made his jaw vibrate.

"Shhlur flooramin shor naighaugh?" (Bright green.)

"Tou vor pou de frap?" (Mustard.)

Nothing. Darg had no idea what the alien was trying to say.

"Nic vom hailcarp?" (Blood red.)

The alien tried a series of clicks and whistles. To Darg these looked silver blue. Following that were low-frequency vibrations, coloured dark sienna, and then many flashing colours as they waved their tentacles.

With incredible patience, the alien cycled through hundreds of trial languages. When Darg realised it was only trying to find something that he understood, he relaxed enough to wonder why the stranger was not repulsed by his face. Curiously, the being in front of him appeared calm and nonthreatening, and besides, it was an odd comfort to be able to look into the eyes of another without seeing terror.

The babbling continued for hours, and Darg got stiff muscles from immobility. He developed irritating itches. Several times, he tried to speak but failed. Whether this was physical or in his mind, he didn't know.

Suddenly, the creature said something almost like French, "Vooparl fran sai?" (Red and white.)

Darg raised his eyes. "Non. Je parle Anglais."

At that point, the alien paused and appeared to query an internal source of information. It extended the tuning fork and sent a message to the others. They scurried into action, consulted references through the consoles, deliberated, then returned a message.

The alien focused on Darg. "Teeeech Boreeuss."

Darg coughed. Was this Boreas? One of the gods on the octagonal clock tower? He studied the aliens near the consoles. "Kaikias, Apeliotes, Euros, Notos, Lips, Zephyrus, Skiron?" He rattled off the names with ease, seeing geometric shapes in brown, red, orange, yellow, green, blue and violet. To imagine the name Boreas made him see a black sphere; a perfect, smooth infinitely symmetrical cold calculating sphere. Were these the clockmakers? Darg didn't know but assumed there had to be a connection.

The other aliens simultaneously stood and stared first at Darg then at Boreas. They all extended their tuning forks and buzzed and vibrated to one another. One of the aliens was particularly animated. It bristled and danced about with irritation. Darg sensed a violet haze around the animated creature, and without knowing how, guessed it was Skiron.

Boreas was calm and methodical.

Skiron's coloured aura was spiked, unpredictable, irregular, and reconfigured continuously. It didn't seem to be angry. Perhaps 'hyperactive' is a better description.

Boreas extended a probe and studied Darg's head. It examined every neurone, and any interesting chemical pathway.

"We know about the implant," Boreas stated without emotion.

Darg's jaw muscles lost against gravity, and he stared at the alien.

"He's dangerous," Skiron yelled, bristling.

Boreas silenced Skiron with an alien chastise.

Shaking, he said, "What do you want with me? And what are you going to do with Gully?"

Boreas spoke with a mechanical cadence. "You have already been folded. We do not know a gully."

"The bird," Darg heaved a sigh. "What you hold. The white animal that flies."

"Ah yes. The gully will be folded. We have never caught one before."

"Folded?"

"Of course. All captures are folded. You have been folded. You are of no scientific interest to us; our folders already record. What they know, we can read, and what we discover, we must feed to them. But your implant worries us. Skiron might be right. You could be dangerous."

Not much of this made sense to Darg.

"How can you speak perfect English now? A few minutes ago, you knew nothing of my language. And the clock? What about the clock? How do you explain that?"

"Copied your pathways. At least the useful ones. Then we asked our folders for English. Instant language is a new invention."

"But the clock? What are these folders—"

"Gag him," Skiron said.

At that moment, Darg was paralysed.

"Tether him," said the yellow-aura-cube alien.

"Fine idea Notos. Boreas can have the tether."
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CHAPTER THREE

SHAKY KNEES
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Darg's knees vibrated.

The aliens fiddled with controls, and Boreas shifted from one to another. Darg was compelled to follow, then Boreas sat down on his extruded chair. Darg had to squat in a skiing position. He found he was not in control and never within reach of a console, but he could hear and see everything. Darg's thighs burned and his sweat dribbled onto the craft's base.

Boreas drifted toward the centre of the Klein ship. At the centre, stood a large bell jar filled with mist. Gully was still limp, delicately held by a tentacle. Boreas raised her to about shoulder height and thrust Gully into the haze. Darg was startled because he thought the thing was made of glass. Boreas put Gully, and his tentacle through it without resistance. He wanted to cry out, to save Gully and to run. He also had many questions. Nothing made sense.

The rest of the aliens settled in their chair-positions and drifted into a meditative state.

"Right," Boreas declared. "I will let you talk. Do it quietly or we will isolate you and you won't enjoy that. It's fair to warn you, in iso, one is the line, the other is the dot. You will simultaneously experience Earth years in folded two-spacetime, a matter of days for us, but many years for you, unable to hear, see, touch, taste or smell. Most creatures don't cope. They go mad. We think their brains fuse. I think it's a shame, but that's the way it is."

Boreas lifted the gag, and Darg farted, both with fear and relief. Boreas said, "That's a good opportunity for some chemical analysis, but in your case, you have already been folded. We don't need it. Thank you anyway."

Darg dared to whisper, "Whoareyou-an-whydoyouhaveme? What, what, what are you going to do to Gully? Why are you here? Where do you come from?"

"Too many questions. We didn't probe your name. State your name. You know I am Boreas."

"You won't be able to pronounce it. No one outside my village can. Could."

Boreas gave Darg a frigid stare and said with frightening restraint, "Don't underestimate us."

Startled, Darg nodded and whispered his name.

The strange creature looked troubled but tried anyway.

"Say it again, louder." He jumped. "Too loud."

Darg whispered hoarsely, "Sorry."

Lips stirred, and Darg sensed a green haze.

He listened again to Boreas's feeble attempt and thought, So, you are not infallible. He longed to call this out—to feel superior—yet his keen mind told him to play along. He was, after all, a mysteriously and powerfully-controlled captive. "Very good. I'm impressed because no other has been able to pronounce my name."

"The Octs are ancient and superior. We have no faults. We have no limitations but for the laws of physics. However, I declare your name cumbersome and tiring. We will call you Og."

Bloody hell. That's lame, Darg thought.

"It's not your choice. Og. And I didn't ask your opinion. We all think your language is inefficient, slow and riddled with redundancy. It pains us to use it."

Boreas fiddled with some settings and turned attention to the bell jar where Gully was suspended. It looked like a viscous fluid, exactly the right density to prevent Gully from sinking or rising.

Darg whispered, "How did you pass Gully through the glass?"

Boreas raised all six eyes upwards in mild irritation, "Quantum tunnelling. Obviously."

"But—"

"Og. Silence. We are space folders and we control the condensate."

"I still don't under—" Darg was gagged again.

Boreas muttered with impatience but explained, "We have access to the boundary. A universe is bounded but we can fold space. We can align trillions of atoms into a condensate. Personal time is a function of consciousness. The boundary of this universe intersects with uncountable universes. When we fold space, we can access the intersection. Your gully has been folded. Its consciousness is in many adjacent universes but we get to study it in this space, and this timeline for as long as we wish. Your gully is happy and free, yet a prisoner here. It is an ethical way to do science. Besides, the gully is better off. The gully is better off when the twists are favourable, which is common enough."

Boreas released the gag. Darg's sweat chilled him as a frightening conclusion formed. "Are you saying—are you telling me that I've been frozen in another universe?" The concept terrified, and fascinated him at the same time.

"No Og. You're not frozen. In your original universe, you're confined to one point in time."

What's the bloody difference? Darg thought.

"Your consciousness now exists in this universe, and in untold trillions of others too, but they are all slightly different."

He wondered if there was another universe where Gully had two bad feet or a twisted beak. "So, Gully is in other universes?"

"Yes."

"And not in others?"

"Not relevant. The gully must be conscious or there is no universe for him."

Darg snorted. "Gully is a she," but the alien ignored him. "Is Gully different in all the universes?"

"No two can be the same. Otherwise it would be the same universe." Boreas was impatient but put up with the questions because unlike almost all of his previous captures, at least Og was trying to understand.

"Are there an infinite number of other Gullys?"

"Don't be stupid. There are only so many ways you can reconfigure a creature or it can't be alive."

Darg did a few mental calculations muttering things like number of atoms, combinations, binomial expansion, factorial something.

"But there are a lot, right?"

"Yes," Boreas sighed, "like I told you, not practically countable."

"How many atoms can change?"

Boreas's eyes widened. "Silence. I've had enough." Again, Darg couldn't move his jaw.

Darg contemplated his position. He was itchy, stiff, hungry, frustrated and excited. For most of his life he led a solitary, boring existence. At least this was insanely interesting.

Waves of fear flooded over him, ebbing and flowing as he pondered new challenges. Could he get back? How was he different here? Is Gully in iso now? Is she in pain? Is he in pain in the time-dot version of himself? Is he aware of anything there? What are all the other trillions of Koram copies doing in the other universes? Are there other Korams here? Does his existence here mean anything?

At the realisation he was only one of trillions, he felt expendable and useless. Darg wondered if a folded creature could be folded again.

"Bifurcation."

The gag fell, and Darg stared at Boreas. "Bifurcation?"

"It means—"

"I know what the word means. What are you saying with the word? Bifurcation of what?"

"You wanted to know if you could be folded again."

"Yes." He paused. "You can read minds?"

"You don't listen well Og. I already told you, you're of no scientific interest to us. You have already been folded. We read what our folders know, and tell them, what we find."

"But how do they  know what I am thinking?"

"They are watching of course, as I watch your gully now. Your gully has been folded."

"You're telling me there are trillions of Gullys now?"

"Correct."

"That's a lot of seagull shit. What if you folded me again?"

"We are not interested in that, but the second and all following foldings bifurcate. It's transient."

The information was too much for Darg. As much as the paralysis would allow, he shook in fear, wondering, Surely this must be a terrible dream.

"I don't think you're a threat. I read our folders' analysis of your personality and you seem peaceful. Mostly peaceful anyway. Listen Og, I will free you but first I need to convince the others, and if you try anything to harm us, we will disable you. Do you understand? Oh, we can read your future so you'll have no chance to trick us. Understand?"

"Yes, I think so, but you said you're bound by the laws of physics."

"We are."

"So how can you tell the future?"

"Again? You have to listen better Og. We can read your future, not predict  the future. Information about your actions may be passed to us from our folders. We get a second or two. That's all."

"But how?" Darg asked.

Boreas sighed. "Our conscious view of this universe is delayed."

"Huh? How? Why?"

"I've never had so many questions." Boreas raised all tentacles above his head. "You're getting tedious and tiring."

"Sorry. I can't help it. I'm over seven thousand years old—"

Boreas talked over the top of Darg, "Yes, we know. Negligible senescence. To us, you're a baby."

His effort was wasted as Darg didn't hear—" and I've seen a lot. I've read a lot. But nothing like this."

"Time is an illusion anyway. Shut up and I'll answer your questions later. If you don't annoy me."

"I itch. I'm hungry and sore. Let me go. I never hurt others."

"Don't lie to me Og."

Darg stopped talking, stared and felt pangs of guilt.

Boreas considered the unusual situation. "I have to consult the council." Boreas glided away and gathered the rest of the aliens into a huddle.

Kaikias, the brown aura, had a pyramid shape. He argued with violet bristly Skiron. Boreas had a calming presence on the group, but Skiron appeared irritated.

After the fiery discussion settled, Boreas slid over to Darg, closely followed by orange fire-like Euros.

"This is Euros."

Darg sensed heat.

"Euros knows how to suspend that implant," Skiron stated.

"No," Darg protested, but it was too late. Euros placed a small coil against Darg's neck and the chatter in his brain stopped. All the colours, all the shapes and little noises winked out. Darg felt empty, almost winded and lonely, and he collapsed. The surface was soft, yet rigid when he hit it. It jarred his senses and made a high-pitched whistle in his ears and an acidic taste bored into his jaw.

Skiron said, "Finally. I still think he's dangerous. Did you tell him Boreas? Does he know about iso?"

"Yes, and I didn't give permission to disable it, did I?"

"And that if he tries to hurt us, we will kill him?"

"Yes. Yes. Are you listening? I didn't tell you to disable the implant."

"Does he know how we will know what he will try before he does it?"

"I told him."

Skiron fidgeted and spoke loud in his own language. Boreas replied in kind, "Yes. I've been busy. He asks a lot of questions—a lot of questions."

"I'm hungry," Darg whispered.

A new voice addressed Boreas, "I like him. He's acceptably handsome and seems intelligent." It was Eos. The voice was soft and caring. The alien was much larger than the others, and moved differently. It had a distended pouch on its back. "We should feed him."

"I guess so," Boreas said, "but what with?"

"Consult our folders," Apeliotes said.

Boreas freed Darg, but kept a close eye on him.

Darg moaned as he stretched. "Never mind, I've remembered my rations." One of his electronic books fell out as he reached for his backpack and pulled out some preserved meat.

"Horrid," Lips said and squished his features.

"He eats dead creature," Skiron said. "I told you he was dangerous. Kill him."

Boreas parted his mouth to a mean slit, moved all his eyes, left, then right then back. "Will you make the consultation Mother?"

The big soft alien moved toward a console, and manipulated the controls. It returned with advice, "Our folders say this is normal. It must consume protein. It gets this from dead inferior creatures. We are not food."

"It's still way gross dude," Lips said.

Darg chuckled.

"You're laughing. Why? You dare to laugh in your position?"

"The way you said that."

"What way?"

"Way gross, and dude. It's funny. It's not what I expect from an alien."

"It's how you talk. We learned it from you. Boreas probed your neurones."

"It's not how I talk."

"It is," Lips said.

"No," Boreas said. "It's some of the stuff I've seen in his head on little machines. Talking moving picture books."

Lips glared at Boreas. "You probed too deep. Breadth-first search, not depth."

"I did," countered Boreas.

"You couldn't have. No wonder it took so long. It's never taken that long before."

"I did. I even do it for dumb creatures. There was a lot in there. Too much to learn in one probe."

"It's that implant," Euros said. "Leave his food, but take those devices from his pack."

Boreas confiscated Darg's collection of e-book readers. After that, the two of them used a high-pitched battle of tweets, chirps, and rumbles. Skiron stepped in and pushed them apart. "It was that damned motherfucker implant. Too much to learn in it." He stared at the two of them with two eyes closed, the others wide open.

Although his knees still knocked, Darg sputtered with laughter.

"Og, what do you mean alien? You are an alien. That white thing is an alien. We are the Octs."

With tears forming crystals down his cheeks, hands on knees, and an unavoidable smile, Og laughed. The aliens stood in a circle around him, unable to appreciate the joke.

Suddenly inattentive and strangely preoccupied, Boreas looked up and shouted "Switch-off time." The others, in unison, busied themselves following a well-practiced procedure.

Without further warning, all the aliens, the ship, consoles, and the soft floor vanished.

Darg was alone except for the bell jar and the catatonic gull suspended within. He ached a dull, depressing ache, as if only a hole remained after the anti-implant coil scooped out part of his soul. Many questions irritated him. What is switch-off time? Where did they go? Where did they come from? What do they want? He hung his head and stared at the floor. He reflected on something Eos had said: Acceptably handsome. Although it was an unlikely description, he felt a little warmed by the misplaced compliment.

The city skyline was real, yet dead, like a theatrical backdrop. He missed the synaesthetic colours and shapes of his implant.

He approached the bell jar, intending to get a closer look at Gully. He wondered what the copies of Gully were doing in their universes. It was scary to think there are trillions of copies of himself, and each in a slightly different universe.

Darg wondered if Gully would exist if he were to die because the bird was part of his consciousness. He wondered if anything at all was real, and felt sick.

He stepped closer to the bell jar. He got goosebumps. There was a high voltage electric field between him and the jar. He put a finger toward it and a bright blue spark jumped to the jar. Darg suffered tingles through his entire body and shook his arm. Ozone filled the air. He stepped backwards a few pacers, and felt an electric field behind him. He turned but saw nothing.

He swung around. As he turned back, Darg tripped over his own boots, lurched forward and received a massive electric belt. Points of light danced in his vision and he collapsed. His nerves tingled and stung. Every movement caused intense pain until the pinpricking faded.

Syscheck. Bootstrap. Initialise.

Darg's body vibrated and stung as he moved to stand, but the ship's electric field had drained away. A wash of relief warmed and soothed him as the familiar hum and chatter returned.

He eyed Gully but his implant veiled her with a deep matt black cloak.

A high frequency tone rose to beyond the threshold of hearing as the electric field recharged. Ozone filled the air and it stung the inside of his nose. Darg wanted a way to escape. He looked for tools. He slumped to the ground and sat with his head forward and legs outstretched. The muscles in his spine pulled. The implant made his waist glow and pulse yellow sparks. A nugget of an idea surfaced. He looked down at the sparks, stripped off his boots and trousers and took off his underwear. He kept those aside and re-dressed. He ripped the cloth into strips and twisted them into a crude thin rope. He peed on them. Darg tossed the damp strip of cloth onto the bell jar and it stuck. The tail end dropped near to the ground, forming a blue arc. A crackle and a buzz was followed by a short puff of steam from the boiling urine, and then the cloth carbonized. It made a loud pop and an acrid smell. The implant showed him a mustard-yellow haze. Darg ran.

As he approached the city, he strained to see the top of buildings. The chatter from his implant stopped, and he became aware of a faint hum and the smell of decay. He heard a cricket, observed a soaring eagle, and watched a mouse sprint with panic between two buildings. Dead transport pods littered the road. He saw autonomous pushchairs, ground-hub bicycles, a broken impulse board, and a woebegone antique yo-yo. A gust of wind forced an empty bag to mimic a butterfly's erratic flight.

A low hum took his attention. He tried to find the source but low frequencies spread in all directions, and he couldn't locate it. Darg sat on the curb, cradled his head, closed his eyes and listened intently.

The implant showed him a tiny bright green flash. It was to his left. He turned, and saw more flashes. Soon he was aware of a female's cry from behind a door in a sleazy side alley. The door was heavy, locked and made of steel. Darg pressed his ear to the door and heard whimpering, as if the owner of the voice had all but given up hope.

BANG. BANG. BANG. "Is anyone in there?"

The metal rattled and the noise echoed in the alley.

"Help me. Please help?"

"Hello? Come to the door."

"I can't," the voice said.

"Why?"

"I can't. Help me." The voice paled with exhaustion.

"The door's locked," Darg bellowed.

He kicked it. Then he found a metal bar and tried to lever it open, but the bar bent.

"Stay there." As he spoke, he acknowledged how silly that was. "I'll find some tools."

Darg returned to the main street and looked for a hardware shop, he called as he walked, "Hello. Is there anyone around?"

He was in the central business district. Every second shop catered to fashion, the others mostly food. But none were open. None were tended. He walked two blocks, three blocks, four, and more until finally, on the outskirts, he saw a scrapyard. It had a high thorn-wire fence and the obligatory warning sign in the silhouette of a dog with big teeth. Darg rattled the fence. It wouldn't give, so he followed it around the perimeter until he came to a gate.

Joe's Junk.

He lifted a huge duranium hypersnap that was looped through a hasp and eye. "Shit," Darg cursed, but closer inspection revealed it unlatched. He grinned and lookup up, fists clenched in minor victory.

He picked up the heavy hypersnap, opened the gate, closed it, and took about ten steps into the yard. What he saw made him freeze.

A thunderous beast of a dog stood in front of him. It snarled with heaving ribs. The monster looked starved. In the tiny moment between an initial adrenaline rush
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