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Introduction

— David Vernon

 


Until a few months ago, to my shame, I
had no idea what speculative fiction was. I was a vanilla science
fiction man. I had heard of “spec fiction’ but it had never
attracted me enough to bother to find out what it was. However,
when I suggested to a friend that I was going to run a science
fiction competition he rolled his eyes. In no uncertain terms he
told me I was being terribly old fashioned and that writing had
moved on from “science fiction.’

“Oh yeah,” I inquired.
“Nobody bothers writing about the future any more?”

“Of course they do, but
the genre is so much broader. You’re wanting to look at
“speculative fiction.’”

And so my eyes were opened, to the
wide and wondrous field of speculative fiction. This is a genre
that encompasses science fiction, fantasy, horror, steampunk and
all variations between and within these historical
genres.

Presented here are twenty-eight
speculative fiction tales from twenty-four different writers. Some
of these writers are newly published while others are old hands.
And for the first time in the history of Stringybark Stories, we
welcome international writers to our fold.

Having now read these gems, I am truly
a speculative fiction fan. I hope you enjoy these stories as much
as I have.


Thank you to
all those writers presented her for allowing me to publish your
story. Thank you to all the writers who submitted a story but
didn’t make it to the highly commended list. Without your
willingness to submit your story for judging, there would be
no Stringybark Stories. Finally, I must thank my fellow judges, Ruth
Ellison and Russell Schneider for taking time out from their busy
lives to read nearly eighty entries. You’re
legends!

Once you have finished this
little book, please visit www.stringybarkstories.net and see what
other tempting literary offerings we have awaiting you.
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Editor and Judge
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The Historian

— Jack
Nicholls

 


 


Your job may not be a glamorous one,
but it is necessary. It is the debt that the present owes the past.
Achievement must be remembered, or else why would anybody strive
for greatness in the first place?

You sit behind your porcelain
desk, taking a few minutes to compose yourself before the day
begins. Gazing out the sweeping office windows you see the
mountains, outwardly unchanged since the birth of civilization, but
now hollowed out and filled with the archives of humanity. Toiling
up their icy slopes is a long line of travellers, each eager to
present their case to the Historians.

 


A typical morning.

Your first client is a young woman.
She’s excited, confident. Carefully balanced in her hands is a dish
of water, in which floats a shard of metal.

“Isn’t
it incredible?” she says. “This is going to revolutionise our
lives! Let me show you how it works.”

You nod politely. You’ve
already read her submission, but she has come a long way up to see
you, and the device is ingenious. The least you can do is to allow
her a moment of pride.

“So,
where do I sign?” she asks at last, after she has twice
demonstrated the needle’s efficacy.

You hand her the bad news. The
document is brief, but precise.

 


“Magnetised Needle’ – Navigational Aid

- invented by unknown
individual, 3210 BH

- autonomously
rediscovered by Andrea Smythe,765 BH

- autonomously
rediscovered by Rani Tip, 1140 PH

- autonomously
rediscovered by Labourer 6541 - Heron Class, 11367 PH

- autonomously
rediscovered by Tyr Pan Breides, 54123 PH

 


If it makes her feel better, Rani Tip
is disputed, you say kindly. It’s possible he had access to
Smythe’s designs. So, although you will note her down as fifth
rediscoverer, she might one day move up to fourth.

She stares back at you,
ashen-faced.

“So
you people knew? You’ve always known? You could have come down
whenever you wanted and shown us how to make this?”

You spread your hands, smiling.
A gesture of conciliation. The archives are a big place, you
explain. You had not personally come across this object until
checking her submission.

“But
you could have looked? So all my work was for nothing?”

“It’s
a useful device,” you say. “It’s no small thing to rediscover
something of benefit to humanity.”

You meant to be encouraging, but she
is inconsolable. She doesn’t even bother to take her needle-box
when she leaves. You put it into your drawer, in case she returns
for it.

A break then. You sip your ice-cherry
juice and stare out at the peaks for a few minutes. The next client
may be tricky. Judging by his submission, he is likely to be a
forceful personality.

He sweeps in before you have
finished calling his name, already seething. You can tell that he
is a man not used to being kept waiting. “Please,” you say,
indicating the chair opposite you.

He glares at you, does not sit, does
not speak. He’s trying to intimidate you with his gaze. No harm in
making him feel comfortable, so you drop your own eyes modestly to
the papers before you.

“Do
you know who I am?” rasps the man.

“Indeed, Mr Dakamos. Everyone up here has followed your
career with interest.”

“Then
you know what I have achieved. I have united the six continents
with blood and fire! I have torn down the idols of the old
kingdoms, and raised the standard of Gothog atop every
hill.”

“Marvellous,” you murmur, subtly moving your ice-cherry mug
a safe distance from his agitated hands.

He leans forward, slamming his
fists on the desk. “I am the greatest conqueror that has ever
lived! Write that in your books.” And he spits triumphantly on the
porcelain.

You choose your words
carefully. “Insofar as ‘greatest’ is a subjective opinion,” you
explain, “you certainly have the right to call yourself
that.”

“Speak
plainly, or I shall pitch you out this window!”

You give him the rundown. Alexander,
Temujin, Al Dinwar, Zaros, Lady Euphoria and the rest. To soften
the blow, you praise him for the siege of Old Wellen. Some of the
strategies on show there were innovative, if ultimately
ineffective.

Predictably, he reacts
badly.

“So,
the Historians would hide in the clouds and put themselves above
Dakamos? You shall pay the price for your arrogance!” he bellows.
Then he reaches for your throat across the table.

It is time to terminate the
interview. You press a button beneath the table and Dakamos
vanishes. He will rematerialize at the foot of the archives, but he
will not be allowed re-admittance. You wonder if his conquests will
still grant him the satisfaction they once did. Traditionally,
great potentates fall into despondency upon learning of their more
illustrious predecessors. No doubt he will return one day with his
army, but the archives’ defenses will hold. They always
have.

The afternoon is tiresome. A
blur of poets, artists, scientists and priests — all derivative.
Many of them beg you to give them an indication of what areas of
study are still untapped. You would like to help them, but you
can’t. How can you recognize an absence until it is
filled?

At last the sunset is streaking
through the windows, and you have just one client left. She has
been waiting in the antechamber all day, without an appointment,
but you can afford another five minutes. When she enters you are
surprised at how young she is, barely more than a child.

“I’ve
got a new phrase,” she says. “My mother says that there’s nothing
new under the sun, but I’m sure that can’t really be
true.”

“Go
ahead,” you say encouragingly. The young love to invent new
sentences, to test their tongues with virginal compositions. They
rarely make the journey to the archives to verify them
though.

“Good
oranges grow in turquoise light, but the best oranges grow to the
sounds of happy lives” she says.

You feed her words into the archives’
automatic memory. Then the two of you peer down at the porcelain
and wait for the antecedents.

And wait. Nothing happens. At last a
message materializes: original composition.

“Congratulations,” you tell her. “It’s new.”

She stares at you in wonder.
“You mean I’m going to be in the records? I’m an originator?” she
asks breathlessly.

“That’s right.” You offer her the pen so that she can sign
her name. As she scrawls her signature you feel a pang of envy.
Most likely your own name will never mark an official
document.

She signs, then laughs. “My
family hasn’t had an originator for generations!” she marvels. Then
she dances around the room, throwing up her arms with charming
clumsiness.

Her joy is infectious, and you smile
too. Before she leaves you offer her the juice mug. A memento of
her success.

Today, you will retire happy,
for it is moments like these that make your job worthwhile. Now the
girl can live easily, knowing that the Historians will guard her
name long after she is gone. She has achieved
immortality.

“Lest
we forget,” you whisper, as you turn off the light.

 


 



Jack
Nicholls belongs to Generation Y, which according to the newspapers
makes him an incurable narcissist. After first wanting to be a
historian, then an environmentalist, then a writer, he has now he's
decided to try for all three. He is a graduate of the
2011 Clarion West
Speculative Fiction Workshop, and lives in Melbourne with his girlfriend and
cat

 


 


The Veteran

— Andrew
Tildesley

 


The old man hefted the weight of his
backpack and slogged over the scrub-covered rise. Below him the
soldiers were already preparing, setting up range gauges,
electronic viewfinders, blast screens and the like. He laughed
grimly. None of them would be any defence.

He had been fighting forever, it
seemed. Conflict after conflict, battle after battle, they all
began to blur into the same long stream of events. He had seen too
much death, too much terror, lost too many friends. Something had
snapped in him, he was told once, a long time ago. He was no longer
like ordinary men. He no longer had an ordinary sense of humour. He
no longer fought ordinary battles.

He set up a position for himself
overlooking their defences. They had already dug themselves in
pretty effectively. Their motorized excavation vehicles and
entrenchment tools sat safely assembled to the rear of their
position, well protected by blast screens. Those would come in
useful later, the Veteran nodded, appreciative of their
consideration.

He took a little assemblage of
anonymous and indecipherable gadgets from his pack, arraying them
in front of him, stroking his chin as if he were deciding a first
move in chess. Then he assembled his humble, fine-barrelled firearm
with a quiet sureness, for all the world like a retired old man by
a riverside fixing together a trusty fishing rod.

In the trenches below the young
soldiers scanned the horizon for signs of the approaching attack.
They knew that watching for dust clouds was the remnant of an
earlier, more innocent age. The first they should really expect of
the enemy’s advance was bombardment, an all out attack of shells
and beams and electromagnetic static.

Only then would they be watching past
the smoke and rising steam, listening past the howls of pain and
dying groans for the signs of the dust clouds and the rumble of
movement. They were trained to look for heavy armoured vehicles,
mobile cannons, laser arrays, that was the nature of war now. What
they weren’t trained to look for was a solitary old man hiding in
the scrub of a nearby hill and taking aim with what looked like a
popgun.

The Veteran aimed for each of the
commanding officers in turn. It amused him to pick them off in
descending rank order. To each of them they would feel no more pain
than from the average gnat bite. Some of them would raise their
hand to the wound, like a little salute. There was no reason in the
world for them to look to the horizon for the source of their
discomfort. They would maybe scratch the itch briefly or rub at its
tenderness, or the most stoic would shrug it off without so much as
a flinch, and then they would move on, barking orders, preparing
their young charges for battle.

Suddenly across the camp what had been
a steady background blur of radio contact with their rear positions
ceased with an abrupt and ominous crackle of static. The Veteran
switched the phase attenuation beamer before him to a standard
scramble pattern. It should take them hours to boost their signal
sufficiently to get past that.

By then it would be too
late.

Rattled by the absence of the
babble of their distant command HQ the raw young soldiers turned to
their commanding officers for discipline and support. This had all
the hallmarks of an electromagnetic scramble attack, they all knew
that. Could the rest of the enemy bombardment be so far behind? The
Veteran seized the moment.

The next device sent out another
radiowave, this one tuned to the pellets he had embedded in the
exposed heads and necks of the senior officers. That trigger thrown
the neurochemical compound inside them was released, jetting into
the officers’ bloodstreams, sped by adrenalin and the pound of
their hearts as they readied themselves for the unseen attack. One
by one, all over the entrenchment, their eyes rolled back in their
heads and they slumped to the ground.

“We’re
under attack!” the cries went up all over the forward position,
“Man down!”

Each cry was followed by a call
for leadership, a captain followed by a sergeant followed by a
corporal. And all in vain. There were no officers left upright to
hear them.

Now the position was alive with the
rattle of hastily raised firearms looking for the non-existent
targets that must be the source of these attacks. Why had they not
noticed there was no blood? Did none of them ever think to check
for vital signs? Why did this work every goddamn time? The Veteran
shook with quiet disbelieving laughter.

“Bombardment coming!” The poor young soldiers were so sure
of it they could almost see the shells darkening the skies, the
palls of smoke smothering the horizon.

The Veteran slowly reached to the next
of his gadgets. He manipulated dials and buttons, increasing the
pitch of the empathic resonator that rang in harmony with the
rising fears and paranoia of the soldiers below, intensifying them
as it did so, as it reflected and received and reflected their
emotions in an ever more powerful feedback loop.

He watched their blanched
faces. He had seen those faces before, a thousand, no, a hundred
thousand times. In battle, in close combat, in cross hairs, in
dying moments, reflected in call up papers or in the letter
received from a uniformed man by a widowed bride or desolated
mother, in funeral after funeral after funeral, in his waking and
sleeping nightmares. Faces like that made up the shape of his
memories, they were the last faces of his closest friends, of his
otherwise innocent enemies who he had put an end to.

In a blind panic they began to try to
fire their heavy ordinance. The Veteran’s scrambler had disarmed
these long before. They cried aloud as no response came from what
had seemed like their last line of defence against the coming
attack. A few thought to try the manual overrides but their sweat
slicked hands slid and fumbled over those controls, even as that
final wave of panic rose and overran the whole position.

“Retreat! Retreat! It’s no use!” The most courageous of the
men carried their fallen officers but the greatest part of that
great body of young soldiery just ran, blindly, their legs half
buckling beneath them, running for the safety they hoped to God
they would find at the rear of their line.

They were too great in number to be
disciplined for this action as cowards or deserters. Unless the
disciplinary body presented with this gross display of cowardice
wanted to denude the army of a sizeable part of its fighting force
they would just have to put it down as a regular retreat, badly
called. That eased the Veteran’s conscience a little.

The position was now defenceless to be
advanced on at leisure. He would leave the guns at this
entrenchment, no longer subject to his electronic paralysis, to be
dealt with later.

The Veteran powered down his little
set of gadgets, their jobs done, and lifted each one lightly, still
warm in his hand, into his heavy pack. He hefted it onto his
shoulder and began moving. He would have to leave this position now
and move on up the line before they were fool enough to try any
kind of counterattack.

He laughed to himself again. It was
the thought of them running from or planning counterattacks against
the enemy artillery that was long out of use, and would be for
months at least, he’d made pretty sure of that, and of them
preparing to fire their own guns at enemy positions long since
emptied by their panic stricken occupants.

It shouldn’t be funny but it was.
Something had snapped in him long ago, it was true. His humour
wasn’t an ordinary man’s humour.

The Veteran had seen too much of war.
He had lost too many friends, seen too many terror blanched faces.
He knew war too well and hated it for all he knew of it. The
technology had changed, and would continue to change, but the basic
resources it used were the same. The courage and credulity of
innocent young men.

As long as he could break down either
of those, or turn them against the system that abused them, he
would use the best and most sophisticated tools he could find to do
so. All the latest, hi-tech and sophisticated tools for taking
human life he could always take a sledgehammer to.

These children he had set to flight
today, they were safe now. And their supposed enemies, who looked
the same, sounded the same, saluted and fought and bled the same,
they were safe now too, way behind the lines, facing some
disciplinary panel, maybe, or better still being sent home in
shame.

Maybe he was only fighting battles.
Wars remained, wars continued to be raised, that never seemed to
stop. All he did was call off battles by chasing their combatants
away.

But he didn’t know how to fight the
war against war. He couldn’t take up his popgun and electronic
gadgets against the politicians. Their defences were always
greater.

But even if there were always war, why
should this or that young man have to die just for some
megalomaniac politician’s latest crusade? If the Veteran could stop
just one man for giving up his life to war he guessed that’s just
what he’d have to do.

So that was his life, wandering from
battlefield to battlefield, conflict after conflict, hefting his
heavy pack across his shoulders, putting his little gadgets to
work, leaving warzones devoid of life, and devoid of corpses
too.

Because as long as there was breath in
his body, and leaders still idiot enough to play soldiers with
their citizens, he would always be at war.

 


 



Andrew
Tildesley is
an occasional writer and general meddler in things. He lives in
hermit-like solitude in a tiny village in the south east of England
where he occasionally produces science fiction short stories (to
maybe one day be made into a compilation) and wrestles with a
grisly fantasy novel that refuses to be born or to
die.

 


 


To Be or Not to Be

— Susan
May

 


In the end, it was all too
late.


Carbon taxes,
the failed Kyoto Agreement, sanctions against China’s massive output of
carbon, even the new breed of sucrose-powered car, so fashionable
in the twenties, could not prevent the
inevitable.

The carbon in the atmosphere increased
exponentially around 2035. Scientists called it the Desson Tipping
Point, which simply described the point of no return for the
balance of the carbon oxygen exchange. Theories abounded and
Governments and environmental groups hurled blame and condemnation
like schoolyard bullies.

The trees began to die. Toxic rain
from the addition of by-products into the atmosphere unbalanced the
carbon dioxide/oxygen ratio and the trees weren’t capable of
adapting to the altered chemical mix. The last natural facility
available to planet earth to purify the air was rapidly
disappearing. Predictions were that it would take only twenty years
before all the great forests and jungles, withered away. Their
death would be our death.

The Clean Air Organisation funded by
the late Sir Richard Branson’s Change Charity Fund, commenced a
last ditch effort which artificially converted carbon dioxide into
oxygen. But the Oxygen Conversion Plants (OCPs), with limited range
required an enormous reorganisation of the population into
restrictive radii. Some major cities further away were piped excess
oxygen but it wasn’t economical to oxygenate cities or towns
populated with less than fifteen million.

In Australia, cities like Perth and
Darwin and most outback areas closed. London, Manchester, Glasgow,
and Belfast were all that remained in the United Kingdom. Across
Europe, the U.S and the world, the story was the same. The entire
inhabitants of territories and cities, at least the ones prepared
to leave, moved into outlying areas of OCP fed cities, creating
refugee camps the likes of which the world had never
seen.

Those who stayed in their empty towns
with their decreasing oxygen levels grew sicker, weaker and suicide
became the solution of choice for a majority. For the first time in
the history of man’s domination of planet Earth, the population
entered a rapid decline.

For the lucky ones, previously
established in cities with OCPs, life continued relatively
unchanged until the Public Sharing Act was passed, first in
Australia, then the United Kingdom, followed rapidly by the US,
Japan, the Americas and all other westernized countries.

All houses, living abodes,
hotels, and even offices were capacity-assessed, under the
much-debated law, and ordered to increase their occupancy
three-fold, with refugees assigned living quarters through a
ballot. Initially, those living in their comfortable homes fought
legally and even physically to maintain their domiciles unchanged.
In the end, though, threatened with eviction and corporal
punishment, they relinquished their dearly prized lifestyle. Man’s
home was no longer his castle. Earth was in survival
mode.

Grim as life became there was hope.
Scientists speculated, as the population dwindled, more oxygen
plants came online, and a new breed of genetically modified trees
took hold, the planet’s balance might reset.

But all the changes, sacrifices, tough
political decisions would not alter man’s fate, once they
arrived.

Nobody factored them into the
equation. Even when the first wave made contact, their manner so
diplomatic, they being so like us in appearance — except for their
luminous white skin — the alarm bells never rang. How foolish
humanity was but how true to form, we mostly judged books, and now
aliens, by their cover.

The governments, preoccupied with the
fight against the carbon disaster, initially welcomed the visitors
to our world. Vocal groups cried invasion but these visitors, the
Ariesles, seemed to pose little threat to our life. The fact they
were content to live in the oxygen depleted vacated cities, should
have been the first warning. A religious furore grew around them,
fuelled by the belief they had come to save us with their advanced
technology and greater wisdom.

But they hadn’t.

It was a decade before we
realised they had come for our world. They didn’t need to fight us.
They didn’t need to adapt nor modify our world. We had done all the
terra-forming necessary. Hollywood blockbusters and writer’s
fictional accounts of alien invaders who would come for our water
or our natural resources could not be more wrong. They instead came
for the one thing we considered waste — our carbon emissions,
the oxygen to their metabolism.
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Keriss sat by her son’s bed, staring
out through the curtained window at the dull grey sky that hinted
at rain. The previous months washed through her tired mind and she
wondered if she would have the strength to follow through with her
decision.

When the commercials first appeared on
television, she had dismissed them like everyone else. It seemed
preposterous; a propaganda exercise. But with video footage of
patients in the newly created clinics, there was no denying the
truth of the rumours. The tiny little bodies hooked up via tubes to
the intravenous drips spoke a thousand frightening
words.

The conversions had become a fact —
and an alternative.

Keriss argued with her husband
for months before this final step brought her here today. He left
her with their Bailey, his words rammed into her, “No child of mine
will submit, no matter how desperate we are. If we all die, so be
it. At least we’ll die as God intended.” She knew then she must
make her plans in secret. Bailey must live, continue on, and she
would do anything to give him that chance.

The oxygen levels in the past
few months grew ever lower and now there remained only two choices
̶ certain death or this. YouTube videos from the Vacated Districts
showed the fate of the stalwart occupants who had stubbornly
stayed. Sad figures lay propped against walls or collapsed in
rubbish-strewn streets, chests inflating and stretching as their
mouths opened and closed in agonisingly slow gulps. It was a cruel
death. Even crueller would be to watch your child die that way.
Keriss couldn’t do that.


Four weeks
ago, in an outstretched hand, her sister had offered her two,
tic-tac like, yellow pills.  She’d hugged Keriss tight, whispering, “For
you and Bailey.  You’ll just fall asleep.”

Pulling away, Keriss stared at her
dishevelled younger sister, Casey, who had once prided herself on
her style and elegance.  Now she was like a dark shadow — pale
white skin and her thin, stringy hair pushed carelessly behind her
ears.  Keriss shook her head, mouthing no.  Casey nodded
in argument, still proffering the pills as if she were offering a
mere headache cure.

Keriss turned from Casey and the
yellow horrors, and then heard only footsteps and a closing door
before realising she was alone. Truly alone. Her sister gone. Her
husband gone. The world of her childhood gone. There were no
goodbyes anymore. Nobody called it dying. People just went. Casey
went. Her parents went and her husband wanted the same for their
family. But she couldn’t. First, she must save Bailey.

The clinics were clean, white,
and comforting. Comforting, if you didn’t think what they did
inside them. Outside the entrance, picket lines of banner-toting
protestors shouted insults.

“Traitor.”

“Turncoat.”

“Alien
sympathiser.”

It was a wonder they had the
energy. The oxygen was down to forty per cent the normal level even
in the oxygenated cities. The OCPs were winding down. Closed by
them.

They were just words, she thought. She
wasn’t a traitor. She was a survivor. Bailey would be a survivor.
The children could survive. They had offered. They only accepted
one per family. She only had one.

So, the process began at 1.17pm. All
he understood was that after the procedure he would be stronger. He
was only ten. He should have only understood football and backyard
cricket and summers at the pool. As the pink liquid-filled bag,
drip-fed its contents through the tube in his nose, Keriss hoped he
would only understand that she loved him.

Adjusting the feed speed
electronically, the nurse turned to Keriss, sitting within forehead
stroking distance from Bailey and smiled.

“It
will take about six hours and there are two more bags after this.
Eight hours and we’ll know if it takes.” Pausing, she added, “Cup
of tea?”

Keriss frowned. “If it
takes?”

“Don’t
worry about that. It’s rare it doesn’t take.”

Taking a grey moulded cardboard
bowl from a shelf, she handed it to Keriss. “He’ll probably feel
sick in thirty minutes. Should he vomit, please bring the bowl to
reception and we’ll measure it.”

Keriss stared at the
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