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For those who need it the most.

 

“This is a mournful discovery. 

1)Those who agree with you are insane.

2)Those who do not agree with you are in power.” 

Philip K. Dick
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Introduction to 

Red Light

 Science Fiction Tales

 

This collection brings together five stories which could be said to have the over-arching theme regarding the conflict between our perceptions of what reality should, or could be like. As always, feel free to skip the introductions, and crack on with the stories!

And, this also leads us to the instability of these concepts. When we embark upon a project designed to create a structure or a framework which would gather people into a should manner of thinking and doing, or doing, then thinking, or maybe even just a funneling of the thinking and the doing into pathways designed to control, then we are in the business of playing with the structure of authority. This is not a negative in and of itself, necessarily, though it can easily slip into this mode. Should, by its essence, revolves around power.

Could might give us a stronger platform on which to build, though in the longer term. It’s tricky in a way, because it's riddled with inferences and uncertainty. It allows for flexibility, and it allows for change. It doesn't just allow for these ideas, they, and others, are more hardwired into this frame of conceptualizing.

These are still stories, science fiction stories at that. They don't leap off the page and scream at you about the shoulds and the coulds, but each one does end up exploring these zonal conundrums

Not sure I make the story collections terribly accessible with introductions such as this, but each of us are in a state of tension every moment of our lives regarding the shoulds and the coulds. Wouldn't life be easier, after all, if everyone just did the 'reasonable thing?' Everyone should just…

And what that is, is whatever is, is at that moment, perhaps, making the speaker feel emotionally confused, frustrated, or exhausted.

But, it's worth resisting, and, instead, taking a look at the coulds.

No one needs, or wants, to be preached at in a short story collection introduction, so I'll leave it there for now :)

These introductions are often just a poor imitation of whatever I'm thinking about as I gather the short stories together, and re-read them.

Thank you for indulging me.

David Rees-Thomas

Nishinomiya, Japan

November 2021


Introduction to Red Light

 

I like this story because of the self-contained nature of the events. They hint at much larger goings on, as many short stories have to, but even though the story world is riven with major issues, the story is still very much rooted in the immediate predicament of the main character, and then the rest of her troubles are extrapolated from that initial challenge which must be dealt with.

The red light focuses attention, as red lights must do.

In The Death of the Author, Roland Barthes posits an interesting argument which is designed to provoke the question of author intent, and even author background, and whether these should remain centered in literary theory and criticism.

We often do a similar thing regarding stories. They have the capacity to suggest an instability regarding the characters and their story intent. The death of the character is not a death at all, rather it allows us a viewpoint from which to navigate this death idea within a simulation.

Then again, Baudrillard might say that this is, indeed more death than death, so…

I digress.

The above is more a half-finished thought anyway. It doesn't serve much as the basis for any understanding for the story, nor does it need to.

Rather, to return to the original thoughts, we witness an authentic moment in a character's life in this story. Perhaps, in this introduction, I've rather proved Barthes' point, as I approach this story myself, as a reader, only a reader.

 

Thank you.

David Rees-Thomas

Nishinomiya, Japan

November 2021


Red Light

 

The city is fractured and irregular from this height where Astrid holds sentry, the once sharp lines and sleek angles obliterated, like a splash of mud smeared across glass.

Thick plumes of smoke flow from various points across the bombed-out landscape, like geysers jetting their contents into the air, uniting in one giant cloud which seeps across the bay. It spreads over the ocean, obscuring sunlight, turning daylight into biblical darkness. 

It smells like someone's dumped an experiment in the river, not sulfur exactly, more like a deep gut stench, as if bodies have been left to rot in the heat, splitting open, releasing noxious gas that never dissipates.

Astrid stands on what's left of the roof of an apartment building, and uncouples from her comms array, cutting the military connection. The headpiece is clumsy, bulky, designed for a different head altogether. Every time after she wears it, she rubs her fingers over her skull, finding new bruises and abrasions. 

But salvage is all they've got now. Maybe it would be more comfortable if she grew her hair out, an extra bit of padding, but she finds it strangely crass to consider aesthetics anymore.

She knows that this dead comms space will be noticed by her squad, and doesn't care. She's hardly the only one who ever disconnects. 

They'd all go mad if they didn't. 

She needs a break, a second just to yawn and stretch, to shut her tired eyes, and let the wind bring a cool relief, as well as the stench of the imploding city below. 

She can't even remember who's in her squad anymore. That's the problem with resistance, the only thing that might unite them is fear of the one common enemy, but that hardly builds trust or peace and love and all that other trite shit.

They'd exiled some undesirables only a week or so earlier. Astrid had caught them harassing a young mother, and a family who had come down after months in the mountains, skinny, with dazed looks in their eyes, their minds scrambled by the fighting. 

The ones they'd booted were not good people. She knew that. Everyone knew that, but they found themselves somehow fighting on the same side. At least for a while. Not just men either. They'd leered at her as they left the camp, and those that stayed like Astrid knew they'd have to pack up and start afresh elsewhere. 

Revenge is never sated, and if it’s best served cold, it wasn’t something she wanted to stick around for. When the exiled had left, they’d delivered the customary promises of retribution that all those who are shamed and angry announce. Astrid believed them even as the others in the resistance just laughed them off.

She hated her fellow survivors. Not all of them perhaps, but enough that it tainted her worldview. Most days she couldn't even deal with her grandfather. How come that miserable bastard survived when everyone else was destroyed? 

“Fictions,” he'd told her once. “That's how we live and die. We tell ourselves convenient stories, narratives designed to keep us safe, to keep us quiet, to keep us together.” 

And, then he gave her that smile which suggested he might be kidding. “Doesn't always work though.” 

Astrid knows enough to stay quiet as best she can, but being out here, in the city, fighting, at least it gives her a sense of purpose.

Her grandfather says she's only postponing the end. Perhaps he's right, but then the longer they keep fighting the machines, and the creatures inside, the more chance they have of finding their weakness.

She shifts position, and focuses on the city. She wonders that by now they might have come up with a better name than just, machines. But, seeing as they still know nothing, what the hell else could they say?

Bombs have been falling in regular patterns all day, a soft, distant thump, a second or two of delay, then a ripping sound as destruction descends. 

She hates the sounds, both the thumping and the exploding. They are physical sounds, like being blindfolded, and someone beating on the walls and floors, stopping for a moment, then continuing at random. She feels them in the pit of her gut, a tired excitement, as if her adrenal gland works overtime.

Not even her city. She scans the horizon, trying to understand the world beyond the smoke, the stench, and the fighting. 

Still early enough that she sees the sun rising, fat and scarlet against the sea, obscured and pastel behind the smoke. She wonders if it signifies anything to her anymore.

 

##


She lost everything in the forced migration, over twenty years ago now. As a teenager it had been terrifying, but exciting, as if the changes in the world might allow her some room to breathe, away from the rules imposed by those generations who came before her. She knew she didn't trust them then, but only now was she beginning to understand why. But, no one could really have predicted the machines, could they? 

Some in the camps believed it had all been set up from day one, but if that was the case, Astrid didn't understand why the aliens (were they even aliens?) didn't just kill everyone, and get it all over and done with. 

She always finds it ironic that the only one left for her is her grandfather, a cantankerous old bastard, but a man who held her hand even as she buried the others. 

Her mother. Her father. Her brother. Her friends. 

And still held her even as there were some they couldn't bury, some they had to leave behind. Astrid knows he feels the pain as much as she does, differently maybe, but pain all the same. He never breaks down though, never lets her go.

She sniffs the air, the stink of the city ripe in the shifting smoke. 

She plays the waiting game, a sentry for the dwindling troops scattered about the ruins. Sometimes, they even destroy one of the machines instead of the creature's drones. But not often. And never for sure.

Truth is etched in every face on her squad. No way this could be won. The only plan is to fight, and only the optimistic among them feel that fighting might at least buy them the time which Astrid believes in.

She tastes the ash in the mist from an explosion a few blocks over. She squints, thinking perhaps it used to be a school, an apartment building, but it's impossible to tell for certain.

Astrid grips the edge of the wall between herself and the great drop thirty floors to the bricks and twisted metal below. She's scared of heights, always has been. Got worse since she hit her forties. No one should be doing this in their forties, she thinks. That was never the plan.

Even being this high up gives her vertigo, but she forces herself to look over the side, checking for the rest of her squad in the alleys below, still waiting for the signal.

Signal for what? That it's safe to go on? 

She knows full well it isn't. But they follow protocol anyway, hoping there is some mercy to be found in respecting old routines.

She wants to yodel across the wretched canyons, yearns to hear her voice echoing, amplifying over the concrete and metal. She knows how good this would feel.

The bomb thumps down so close to her that she physically senses the force before she even hears it. 

It's like the air becomes tangible, pummeling her body as if she were a paper doll.

She hears nothing as the suit's override kicks in, reconnecting her with the comms array. 

But, even though her suit's monitors also pick up the fact she's been blasted at least twenty feet through the air, and even though the metal armor plating and the padding mold around her like a marshmallow caress, it still hurts like hell when she lands, and the protective visor is gone, as if it were slapped from her face by a giant unseen hand.

Worse than this, something in her mind tells her she should be landing on the hard roof of the tower block, but the world seems to be dissipating around her, the metal and concrete cohesion collapsing, sliding.

 

##

 

She struggles to open her eyes, and realizes her world is slanting, her legs pulled by gravity. 

Astrid sees the building opposite, but there's nothing for her to hold onto. 

She reaches her hands out, scrabbling in the dust, and stares at her feet, pointing directly down toward the street below. 

Her weapon hangs from a clip attached to the protective metal armor on her uniform. She stares in that way she knows people do when any sudden movement might change the perfect equilibrium that currently exists. 

She needs to reach out, to grab the butt of her handgun. The problem is that every tiny, twitching muscle in her body is screaming that any wrong move will knock the weapon from where it hangs, sending it cascading over the edge.

She breathes deep and slow, steadying her hand, then grabs for it, feeling the brush of metal against her fingertips.

But, it's not enough, not even close.

The gun skitters along the jagged concrete, pirouetting at the end, then dropping like a stone, lost to the void below.

All she can do is lay on the hard block of concrete, barely aware of herself, and the only thought that's clear in her mind is that at any moment, she could be pitched forward into the dead air of the city, and there would be no way even one of their special bloody suits would be any good when she smacked into the ground.

Vertigo takes hold, the dizziness swirling in her head and in her gut, threatening a stream of bile. But there's no way Astrid can move, no way she wants to risk hastening her slide into oblivion.

Something else is out there, but she's not sure.

She squints, the smoke clearing in brief patches, allowing her a glimpse of the building opposite. 

Something. 

She can't quite make it out. 

A red light. 

It bobs up and down for a moment, and then is still again.

Not many things Astrid knows look like that, or move like that.

Crack. 

The sound and the splitting of the concrete next to her face exist in the same instant.
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