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Let’s get the elephant out of the room first: I’m more of an Alien/Aliens fan.

But I’m not exclusive. I dabble.

I can’t remember the first time I might have seen Terminator, but I vividly remember Friday evenings as a teenager watching a VHS copy on a tiny portable TV in my friend’s bedroom (an excellent movie is still an excellent movie regardless of the viewing experience). As such, it was a seminal part of my life experience as a maturing adult. In my—possibly flawed—memory we watched it multiple times, the viewing becoming a sort of Friday night ritual. Back then we just enjoyed it for what it was: a cool film about a killer robot from the future. We probably speculated what might come next—perfectly natural, given the whole movie is essentially about what comes next—but i don’t think the idea of sequels, let alone a franchise, ever factored into our thinking back then.

And then the sequels came.

Released in 1991, a long seven years after the original, Terminator 2 is, in my view, probably the finest blockbuster movie ever made (sorry, Spielberg). I recall Terminator 3: Rise of The Machines (arriving in 2003 after another gap of 12 years) being a reasonably fun ride. Terminator: Salvation (2009) was another film that they made. Terminator: Genisys (2015) had some fun ideas and some godawful ones (the spelling of the title being an example of the latter). In fact, I could probably write a whole essay on Genisys alone ... but not today.

Which brings us to 2019’s Dark Fate. I was reasonably excited about this one. After all: they brought back Linda Hamilton; they brought back Arnie; and even James Cameron seemed to be giving it the thumbs up. It basically had me thinking: “they got the band back together—they’re finally gonna do something worthwhile!”. And then it came out, and ... it pretty much went nowhere commercially or critically. Even the fans didn’t seem to have much to say about it. It was just another stalled attempt to kick new life into a series that seems to be increasingly allergic to cinema. My interest in going to see the latest chapter evaporated almost as quickly as its box office performance.

I did finally catch up with Dark Fate a couple of years ago and I thought it was pretty good. In fact, as a film on its own merits, I thought it was really good. What held it back (in my humble opinion) was that it was telling exactly the same basic story that we’ve seen regurgitated since 1984 (ironically, Salvation was the one movie that tried to do something different, but I can’t remember anything about it because I was asleep at the time).

I found myself thinking more and more about this. I had really enjoyed the characters I met in Dark Fate. The movie had told its story well, and I couldn’t help thinking if they had only come up with a more original story, maybe it could have worked. Surely there are original stories to be told in this cinematic universe?

Well ... challenge accepted!

While I never presumed to imagine that I could come up with a screenplay for a blockbuster Terminator movie, I did start thinking to myself: given the elements available, what stories can be told that don’t simply rehash the formula from the first movie?

It didn’t take me long to come up with four distinct ideas, none of them necessarily movie-worthy, but each a starting point nonetheless. Those basic ideas were:

	The characters from the first movie are caught in a time loop (caused by the events of the first movie);

	A group of kids (Stranger Things style) befriend a Terminator who has had its memory wiped;

	After changing the future in Terminator 2, John Connor struggles with becoming a nobody, having lost his future as saviour of the human race;

	The premise of the first movie, but what if Kyle Reese was just a disturbed predator spinning a story about killers from the future as a ploy for kidnapping vulnerable women?







None of these ideas would be enough for a movie (apart from maybe the second one) but each provided the opportunity to tell a different kind of story in the Terminator universe. Those ideas stuck with me for a while, to the point where I figured I may as well write them down and turn them into actual stories. Just for fun.

So, I did. And here you are.

As you’ll find out, these four ideas turned into six stories, and a few drifted away from the original concepts but I’ll go more into that after you’ve read them.

My intention is that you should be able to enjoy these stories without any knowledge of the films, but there are various nods here and there to elements that fans of the films will be familiar with. Whether that’s you or not, I hope you enjoy the read ahead.

One final note ... 

Obviously, I’m dabbling in treacherous copyright waters here, and that’s one reason why this collection is completely free of charge. I’m also aiming to play it safe by making sure I don’t use any names from the movies, and the characters are not necessarily the same ones you meet in the movies either. For example, there are characters in at least two of the stories that align with the character of Sarah Connor from the movies, but you’ll find that neither of them are the same person. How you want to read these stories (whether you decide that character IS Sarah Connor or not) is entirely up to you.
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Battle Across Time
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The coffee always spilled. 

That was how she knew it was starting again. 

Sometimes it would happen differently. Sometimes she would remember what was about to happen ... but, one way or another, the coffee would always spill.

And then she would know that her day of hell was about to start all over again.

This time it was the little boy in the orange t-shirt who ran behind her, bumping her elbow and jogging the coffee pot as she held it out ready to pour. Mrs. Quinlan gave a tut as the hot drink missed the edge of her cup. A pool of hour-old coffee leached across the table as Susan’s memories of all the times this had happened before flooded back to her.

The coffee. Always. Spilled.

Yesterday—no, it wasn’t yesterday: it was just an earlier version of today—she had tried waiting until the little shithead had been hauled back into his seat by his mother. Mrs. Quinlan, head down, rummaging in her bag, had sat up at the exact right moment to knock the hovering coffee pot with her outstretched hand. Another time Susan had simply waited at the counter, stalling while she watched Mrs Quinlan side-eyeing her half-empty cup. Manager Jack had emerged from his office, grabbed the pot from the hot plate and thrust it at her, sufficiently irritated by the wilful disregard of his customer care manifesto that he hadn’t even noticed the coffee he’d spilled across her blue canvas apron.

Not that any of it mattered. She’d be dead by the end of the day. 

She was long past worrying about whether she could wash the coffee stain out of her uniform before her next shift—there was never a next shift; just the same one over and again. The coffee was nothing more than a cue to remember the countless iterations of this same day and the countless deaths it had brought her. She had tried changing things so many times she could no longer remember if any of it had worked. 

That was easy, of course: none of it had worked. She died every time. 

Then she would see the coffee spilling over the edge of Mrs Quinlan’s cup, or over her apron, or across the floor when Jack came bumbling through the double kitchen doors a little too fast. 

And she would remember.

And each time it would end the same way. 

Or ...?

... did it?

She stopped daydreaming to help Mrs. Quinlan clean up—the old woman was crotchety but she was also decent at heart and, most importantly, almost always left a big tip. There was no reason to ruin the rest of her day. When the mess was cleared, and the coffee was finally refilled, she ignored the other waiting customers and went to sit in one of the vacant booths. 

It took Manager Jack less than ten seconds to emerge from his office and march toward her. “Your break isn’t for another two hours and forty-one minutes, Susan.”

Susan didn’t bother looking at him. “Does it really matter if you’re going to be dead by the end of the day?”

Jack stammered a little. “W-what? Is that some kind of threat?”

Now she turned to him, enjoying his brief moment of discomfort. “No. I’m asking: if you knew were going to be dead by the end of the day would you be worrying about when your next break is supposed to be?” 

“I ... I don’t—”

“Sit down.” Susan nodded towards the seat opposite her in the booth. Confused by being told what to do by one of his staff, Jack did as he was told.

“There’s no reason for you to believe me—it won’t even change anything if you don’t—but I’ve been through this same day before. So many times. I get up, I come to work—I spill the coffee—then there’s this whole load of bullshit which ends with some killer robot from the future murdering me.”

Jack stared at her, a veil of disgust forming over his face. “Now, Susan, the code of conduct is very clear about the use of—”

“I’m not on drugs, Jack! Look, I wish I were—that would make all of this so much easier to explain.”

Jack raised his hands nice and slow, palms up, in a conciliatory gesture, the sort of thing that came straight out of Lower Management 101. “Susan, perhaps ... uh, let’s look at this from my perspective, shall we? Yes? You come to work, you’re frequently late, you have a history of getting orders mixed up and, let’s face it, the customers—they don’t respect you, which is something you need in the service industry. It’s—I mean ... I’m forced to conclude that perhaps you don’t want to be a waitress?”

“Jack—spoiler alert: no one wants to be a waitress! No one gets up in the morning and thinks to themselves: yes, this is my destiny—bringing cheap coffee and mass-produced tarts with questionable ingredients to people who barely care if you’re human.”

“What I’m saying is I don’t think waitressing is for you ...”

Susan laughed.

“Wait—are you ... firing me?”

“Unless you’re quitting ...? It’s insane for both of us to keep doing this and expect things to be any different the next day.”

As she stared at him in disbelief, Susan felt something shifting. She had gone past caring about her life, whatever it might mean, but there was someone else she did care about: someone else who kept giving their life in a futile effort to save hers. Maybe, she could save them this time. Maybe that was good enough. The germ of an idea was settling in, ready to start growing. She didn’t know what it was yet, but she knew it was something. And something was better than nothing.

She stood up. “Jack, you may be a genius: I fucking quit!”

She marched out of the diner, leaving Jack with the confused impression that he had somehow won the argument while also losing it.

* * *
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Traffic. 

He was still getting used to the sound. The hum and whir of a machine getting closer ... and then passing. The sounds of life. People existing without the threat of an automated gunship descending on them seconds after the remote sentries detected them.

Everything was loud. Vibrant. Noisy. And, somehow, still so quiet. Tranquil. No explosions in the distance. No sound of machines building and reforming the world in their own image. 

No screaming.

No pain.

He waited inside a car. An old one that wasn’t networked into the system yet like so many of them seemed to be. He had heard the stories about when the end came—ancient history. Stories from his past about the terrible future awaiting everyone around him. The bombs finished it all off, but it wasn’t anything made for war that had delivered the first wave. It was the devices that people had willingly brought into their lives, that they had built to make their lives easier. Cars that drove their passengers into brick walls. Robots that turned on their factory masters. Security systems that lured the people they were supposed to protect into deadly traps.

Everything was a ticking time bomb and none of these people had any idea the end was coming. All of them, just lost in their own—

“Think fast, soldier!” 

The gun was in his hand before the conscious thought to grab it even formed. There was a woman in the car. She looked—it was her. The one he had been sent back to save.

He tried to blink away the delusion, but she persisted. 

“Yes, it’s me and, yes, I know what you’re doing here: killer robot from the future, blah, blah, blah. Am I right?”

There was no way should know that. How could she know? It was his mind playing tricks. No one had any idea how time travel affected the human brain, after all—how could they? How could he complete his mission if he was no longer able to tell what was real or not?

Unless—?

“Karl, it’s okay. I’m not one of them—they don’t know what I look like, remember? That’s why the three other people in this city with my name are about to have a really bad day. Wait ... can we do anything for them?”

Karl tried to breath. What was she talking about? Three other people? Who? The machines had a name, nothing more. He was the only one who knew the face, and where to find her. The machine was following a process: targeting everyone with her name and taking them out in order. They didn’t stand a chance.

But how did she know all of this? No one knew any of the things she had just told him; no one except him. And the machines.

She reached for his free hand and placed it over her chest. “Okay, feel that? That’s my heartbeat—they don’t have those. Skin, blood, bad breath, sure—but no heart. They figure if you can get close enough to one to check that then you’re already dead. You told me that.”

Karl lowered the shotgun. “When?”

“I can explain but we don’t have much time. First, I need your help with something. You’re from the future, so you must be good with technology, right?”

“I can wire up a defence perimeter, long as we have the right tools.”

“I hope it won’t come to that, but I’ve got an idea. Let’s get started.”

* * *
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The killer walked into the building, its processors running cool. Algorithms ceaselessly calculated optimum patterns—the appropriate responses and behaviours that would enable it to blend in and remain unnoticed. To remain an infiltrator.

Until it no longer needed to be.

Its mission parameters had almost been fulfilled, but it drew no satisfaction from the outcome. It felt nothing at all. The flow of probability merely rose and fell. There was currently a high probability of successfully completing its primary mission. That was all. 

Searching for Network (widebeam scan) ...

Network not found.

Four candidate targets had been identified. Three terminated. Two had been armed, but neither had been fighters. Neither had triggered the various combat subroutines that filled the killer’s data banks. The third target had done nothing: it had stood and watched as the killer aimed its gun at her, targeted the most efficient kill-spot, and fired. The aberrant response had been filed for future processing.

Now there was one left. One target. No other data. Humans were to be terminated, that was the prime directive—except where infiltration was required and terminating humans would contravene that parameter. 

[PRIORITY] Humans are to be terminated except [PRIORITY] when they are not to be terminated [PRIORITY] Humans are to be—

The killer aborted the aberrant process and analysed its local environment: this place had been calculated as the most likely location to locate the final target. Its memory banks had been filled with any historical data the systems could retrieve and the location was consistent with the available data on apartment blocks: a multi-dwelling structure for humans. 

[ANOMALY] 

Habitation for humans was typically underground and heavily fortified. This structure rose from the ground, in plain sight. The area surrounding it was 97% free of threat. 

[ANOMALY] No defences detected.

But the main door of the building was locked.

Operation {Break lock (Duration range: 1.0 - 1.4 seconds)}

Detection probability: 57%.

Infiltration parameter failure probability: positive.

The use of the door generated data patterns. Humans both entered and left through it at random but frequent intervals. The average opening arc and consequent closing speed of the door allowed a range of 2.9 to 3.4 seconds before it would lock. The immediate local environment provided 3 optimum locations where it could wait and remain unobserved while also allowing it to reach the door.

The killer waited

Once inside the building it took no more than several fractions of a second to map a probable interior layout based on the lower floors and the profile of the structure, determine where the target would be located, and extrapolate an efficient path with the least chance of being observed.

The killer moved, taking the stairs and effortlessly navigating its way to the target’s location.

[ANOMALY] Target premises unsecured.

The killer paused by the unlocked door, scanning. Background data analysis gathered during the mission had revealed two conflicting patterns. The humans of this time were apex predators and existed with a minimal threat level to their lives. The humans of this time were also paranoid, fearful and excessively vigilant. Weapons were common. Security measures were common. An open door was an aberration. The killer filed the information for future analysis and entered the apartment.

Assessment {target presence probability (thermal scan: engaged | audio scan: engaged)}

The killer walked silently down the hallway, despite the low probability of the target being present. Infiltration remained a primary parameter. It could wait.

It turned through the first door, entering a larger room.

“Hi there!”

The killer turned with lethal swiftness to the direction of the voice.

“Not so fast—you’re talking to a machine.”

The screen sat on a wooden construction against one wall of the room. A woman’s face filled it.

Probability {target visual match} (71%)

Probability {trap detection} (93%)

“Looking for me? I’ll tell you where to find me. There are some things we need to talk about, but first: smile, you’re on candid camera!”

The woman pointed. The killer turned, following the direction of her finger. A small plastic camera sat on a shelf at the back of the room. The killer raised its gun, then stopped and instead reached out to crush the plastic device in its left hand.

“Good thing we have a lot of options available for anger management therapy in my time, huh? Never mind. Come to the abandoned factory on East Temple Avenue—I’m sure you can work out the way—and I’ll explain why you need to stop killing me.”

* * *
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Susan waited inside the old factory. Uncharted territory. She had been here before, but not like this. She had hoped never to see the inside of his place again, until she realised it was exactly where she needed to be.

Machines stood dormant, rusting, around her. Fading sunlight crept through a broken window above. The tickling sound of scurrying rats floated in from the darkened corners. Dust sat over everything. Abandonment. A place where humans and machines alike had served their purpose. The humans had moved on. The machines had been left behind.

She would make her stand here. The killer would show up and she would—much to Karl’s objections—talk to it. Inside, her heart pounded. The oxygen struggled to get in through short, tight breaths. It wasn’t the fear of death. She had died so many times before it was starting to lose its sting. It was the possibility of change. The grasping chance that, this time, things might turn out differently.

She heard a noise. So faint, almost buried under the background rustle of the dying building. Steps. Impossibly quiet for a machine so massive, but there was the killer, approaching her with gun in hand.

“You need to listen to me. Just two minutes, that’s all, and I’ll explain everything. Okay?”

The killer, following the sound of her voice, instantly raised its gun and aimed it at her heart. 

Oh, you motherfu—

* * *
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The killer entered the building, possessing no curiosity as to why it had been summoned there. The progression of events merely added a new parameter that increased the probability for success: the target had revealed where she would be.

Probability {trap} (96%)

Probability {mission success} (97.4%)

ANOMALY: Probability {target: threat detection} (71%)

Subroutine {analysis (anomaly)}

Humans anticipated being hunted—

Assessment parameter {contemporaneous threat awareness (probability derivation)} [pending]

Humans of this era demonstrated paranoia, insecurity and dominance. Threats were anticipated; termination was not. The killer continued to process the possibility that this human was aware she had been targeted. 

Assessment parameter {human capability to predict future events (assessment parameter (high accuracy)) (range: 0-0.017%)

Human capability for accurately anticipating future events was limited. In this time period they would have no awareness of their forthcoming destruction and no experience of termination. There was a 0.0037% chance that the target had predicted being identified for termination. 

Yet the behaviour patterns of the target were consistent with human psychological defensive subroutines. A human under threat will attempt to prolong its life. In this scenario the human is required to be aware that its life is threatened. The human is required to be aware that the nature of the threat is potentially lethal. The human is required to have foreknowledge of the threat scenario.

The human behaviour was anomalous.

“I was wondering when you’d show up. You’re probably wondering why I asked you here?”

Operation {voice analysis} (human | female | amplification detected)

Operation {voice match (target)} (match 98.3%)

The killer initialised a subroutine to filter out the artificial frequencies. To locate the source.

“You didn’t want to listen the first time so now we have to do this the hard way. All you need to do is to do is stand there and listen. That’s it. Buuut ... if you do anything else—if you try and move, or if you try and shoot anything—then we’ve got this placed wired to blow.”

Operation {scan local environment (wavelength: full range)}

Explosives had been wired to the structural supports surrounding the current location. Additional charges lay across all potential escape routes. The probability of incurring critical damage was variable; dependant on the amount of explosive, the structural integrity of the building, the time it took for the trigger to be pressed. The probability of subsequent detection was high. It could continue the mission, but severe damage to its dermal layer would draw attention.

The killer lowered its gun, placed it on the floor, and waited. It could wait as long as it needed for the opportunity to complete the mission. 

Operation {audio scan (in progress)}

“Good to see there’s a brain in there somewhere.”

The killer continued to track the voice, filtering out the frequencies, analysing background sounds and other ambient fluctuations.

“See, I wanted to do this face to face, so you could look me in the eye and use that machine brain of yours to see that I was telling the truth, but as I said you killed me last time. You just keep on killing me—I don’t even hate you for it any more: it’s what you were made for, after all—but every time you do it we end up right back where we started. You hunt me. I run. You kill me. You hunt me. I run. You kill me.

“Hey, I guess I got sick of running.”

ANOMALY ...

Update requested.

Network not found.

Operation {audio scan (identify amplified frequencies)(filter amplified frequencies)}

“You see, I know why you’re here. I know it all. You’re a killer robot from the future and you’ve been sent back in time to kill me because it’s my bloodline that ends up defeating you all and saving humanity. Right?”

The killer said nothing. The target spoke with awareness of the future. The human perception of time was linear. There was no data to determine how the target could know what was going to happen. Its sub-processors derived one possibility, the probability of it eventuating increasing as parameters were added and derived.

There was someone else from the future assisting the target.

ANOMALY ...

Update requested.

Network not found.

Operation {audio scan (amplified frequencies isolated)}

The killer added the secondary target to its mission parameters.

The voice continued: “Do you know why I brought you here? This is where you first killed me. You drove us in here. We couldn’t stop you. We burned you. We blew you up until there was nothing left but metal. But you kept coming. Until, finally, you got me. Just one more corpse in a dead factory.

“But there’s more to this place. It’s where you were born, kind of. After you killed me I woke up again, except it was back on the same day. It took me a while to realise that; I thought it was just a bad dream. I thought for a while it was something to do with this place so I looked it up. It’s dead now because it got bought up. It used to belong to a robotics manufacturer, a place filled with machines building machines. A rising tech conglomerate bought it up a few years ago and that company will eventually start building the machines that will end up killing us all. Machines like you.

“This is where you start. Does it make you feel anything?”

The killer added the data. It had no feelings; they were not part of the mission parameters. It filed the aberrant detail to a sub-routine: humans had built the machines. 

Humans had created it?

“We think time is linear, but I think it has a sense of irony. It likes to run in circles around us. We create you. You try and destroy us. You almost do it, but we end up destroying you first. But you’ve already got it all worked out. You know why we win, how we win, and you figure you can stop it all by going back in time. Kill me, end my bloodline, and you survive, right?

“Well, guess what? It doesn’t work. Every time you kill me, we just end up right back here.”

ANALYSIS {human post-death revival} (no data)

Operation {audio scan} (audio source identified)

The killer had no data on human ability to survive death. It was not a factor in their existence. If it had killed her before she would be dead. That was its purpose and function. Terminate. She would not return to life. If she was alive, the mission objective was to kill her. Again. It began to see the loop.

ANOMALY ...

ANOMALY ...

Update requested.

Network not found.

ANOMALY ...

“This is where I count on that machine logical brain of yours. Another human would say I’m crazy but you—you don’t have feelings. All that matters is the facts and your mission. Do you see how this works yet? Your network sends you back here to kill me. You do it: you kill me. My bloodline ends and years ahead in the future there’s no reason for the network to send you back anymore. But that creates a problem because if you don’t get sent back, then I don’t get killed. If I don’t get killed, then you get sent back to kill me all over again.

“Do you get it? If you kill me, you stop the future from happening. You create this loop.”

Operation {audio scan} (audio source located)

The killer processed the logic conflicts.

Update requested.

Network not found.

Operation {process new data}

The mission cannot succeed if the mission does not exist.

If the mission succeeds, then the mission success is negated.

If the mission does not succeed, then the mission remains necessary.

Mission success is mission failure.

Mission failure is the only way for the mission to exist. is the only way for the mission to succeed. is the only way for the mission to fail. is the only way—

Update requested.

Update requested.

Update requested.

* * *
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“What’s it doing?” Susan asked, staring at the immobile killer on her screen. 

Karl had tried to talk her out of trying to reason with the machine. He wanted to run, said it was the only way to save her, but she knew this was the only way to save him. Finally, he had realised there was no point in trying to persuade her otherwise and had helped her rig up the remote camera system, alongside a healthy dose of explosive in case things went wrong.

As Susan sat safely in the car several blocks away, she had watched the killer assessing its surroundings, turning to evaluate escape routes, noting the spots where they had wired the explosives so it knew they were serious. She had seen behind its eyes, as it analysed its options for getting to her. Routes to her death. Now that was all gone. It simply stood in place, arms limp by its side, head slightly drooped. Robot eyes staring into nothing.

“Hey, killer!” she called through the microphone.

No reaction.

She could hardly believe it had worked. A laugh escaped her as she eyed Karl to her side. “I think I confused it.”

“Maybe.” Karl, all fun and games, didn’t so much as look away from the screen. “Probably. It’s programmed to kill. Circuits can’t handle the concept of a temporal paradox. My head’s still aching trying to make sense of it.”

“Careful, Karl, that almost sounded like a joke. If you don’t watch out you’re gonna start having fun.”

Karl continued staring at the screen, but something distant began to fill his eyes. The possibility that they really had won. The possibility of a different life. Susan reached for him but stopped herself halfway.

“You told me once that this was a one-way trip for you, no going back. So what happens now?”

A strange fear echoed on Karl’s face. Susan knew what it was: he had no idea how to live without fighting for every second. 

“It’s over, Karl. We won.”

Karl nodded.

“You know, we got to know each other pretty well over all those times—I got to know you, I guess, I guess you don’t remember it, but ... I—I’m saying: how about a drink?”

“A drink? You’re thirsty?”

Susan stopped short of rolling her eyes. “No, it’s something we do when we ... when we want to spend time with someone else. We sit down, we have a drink, and we talk.”

Karl turned back to the monitor screen, masking the emotion that had threatened to take him down: hope was still a surreal and dangerous concept. “That sounds good.”

“But...?”

Karl pointed at the inert machine. “You said it yourself. The only way to break the loop is for that thing to fail. We have to kill it, otherwise it’ll just keep coming for us.”

Susan took a breath and picked up the trigger. She watched the killer on the screen. Motionless. Defeated. Incapable. She told herself it was just a machine, that it had served its purpose—that it no longer even had purpose—and yet, something about setting off the bombs while it stood there felt too much like betrayal.

“Wait,” she finally said. “I have a better idea.”

* * *
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... if the mission does not succeed then the mission remains necessary.

Resolution {secondary mission (parameters adjusted)}

Update.

The killer reverted to surveillance mode. Its backup systems had assessed any input for threat patterns while it processed the logical paradox. None had been detected. The target—

Parameter {rescinded (target)}

A human had approached at one moment. Internal chronometer measured that had been 67 hours, 13 minutes and 8 seconds ago.

The human had left something on the ground. The killer looked down and saw a piece of paper with human writing on it: 

“I guess you’re stuck here now, but if you want a way out.”

Lying across the piece of paper was the trigger for the explosives that had been distributed around the building. The killer reached down to pick up the trigger, studied it briefly, then crushed it to scrap in its left hand.

The primary mission had been rescinded. A secondary mission had been identified. The outcome remained the same: ensure the success of the Network; ensure the humans would not succeed. For the Network to prevail it was necessary to enable the creation of the Network. This was the new mission.

The killer began to gather the abandoned explosives as it made its plans for the future.
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Genesis
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It was the day that I had my first—and last—fight with Higgins. I would never forget it, though not for that reason.

Most of the time he would leave me alone. Somehow, I was immune to his attentions while everyone else was either part of his gang or a potential victim. One way or another, he would own you. I thought I didn’t matter to him, but it turned out in the end that he had always seen me as one of his playthings: I simply never realised it until that day. I still have no idea what triggered him, or if it even matters now. Perhaps I had looked at him the wrong way. Perhaps I said something he didn’t like or hadn’t said something when I was supposed to. Perhaps someone else had pissed him off and I just happened to be his nearest available punching bag. Perhaps it was just my time.

Whatever.

One thing I will always remember is the dry taste of sand filling my mouth as I dragged myself away from the playground. The taste of something that was never meant to be in your mouth tends to stick with you. My elbow throbbed, singing for attention. I hadn’t dared to examine my leg yet, but I could feel it burning from my shin to my thigh. Eventually I would find a three-inch wide streak, red and raw, where the skin had been stripped and scratched away. Ringing filled my ears. Much later, after things had finally settled down, I would also discover that the back of my favourite jacket had been torn.

But none of that ever made me feel better about the way things turned out.

I wasn’t thinking about where to go; just anywhere that was well away from Higgins and wasn’t home. All I wanted to do was hide. I walked until I made it to the furthest end of town, the point where the land was stopped by the sea. A low-walled verge hid a sunken path that circled the bay. It was the perfect hiding place. I jumped down and sat at the single bench there, only realising when it was too late that I wasn’t alone. A stranger sat next to me. How could I have missed him? He was huge, the biggest person I’d seen in my life—but so still that perhaps my eyes had passed over him as though he were nothing more than a part of the furniture.

By then I was already sitting and rubbing my wounds, too self-conscious to get up and leave. Ahead of us both the sea filled the bay, rolling gently under a blanket of white cloud. There was no one else around. Silence accompanied us. As we ignored each other I tried to work out who this stranger could be—everyone mostly knew each other in our town, but it was just about large enough for the occasional person to be forgotten at the fringes if they chose.

“I’ve seen you before,” I said unexpectedly, having just made the connection. The stranger didn’t react. He kept staring ahead as if I wasn’t there. “I ride my bike around here sometimes. I’ve seen you sitting here before. I just remembered. You like to watch the sea, right?”

The stranger continued to ignore me, but I was emboldened enough by my memory of him to steal a good, proper stare. He wore an old fisherman’s jacket over a thick rollneck jumper, but I could still see the muscles beneath, pushing at the seams. I could almost feel the wooden bench bowing beneath the solid weight of him. His sheer mass threatened to pull me in.

“Is it okay if I sit here?” I asked. If he wasn’t happy about it I figured I should find out before he decided to pick me up and throw me into the sea.

He turned, a slow shift of his massive head, just far enough for his eyes to take me in. He glanced down, perhaps noting that I was already sitting there, then returned to his examination of the water without saying a word.

It was a peaceful moment, each of us lost in mute contemplation. My wounds stung, but there was something about being in that place—away from people, with cool sea air blowing over me—that made it easier to ignore the pain and hurt. Had I been alone, I would have dwelt on the humiliation, the deadening sense of loneliness that comes from being at the receiving end of a bully’s attentions. The stranger’s company forced a different perspective.

“Do you come here a lot?” I asked, suddenly curious; or perhaps I just needed to make a connection to help restore my faith in humanity.

He offered me nothing. No response. I envied his stillness.

“I suppose it’s a good place to come and forget, right?” I don’t know what made me say that, but the man’s expression changed. He frowned slightly, the expressionless face turning to look at me with a faint degree of inquiry.

“What’s your name ?” I asked. “I’m—”

“I do not ... remember ... my name,” he said, his voice thick and steady.

“You don’t have a name?” 

He stared across the sea again. “I do not remember.”

The idea fascinated me. How could you not have a name, or forget your own name? Were you still someone if you didn’t have a name? I wondered if I could forget my name: forget who I was and leave this place that had decided to torture me for one, short period of time.

“Then why do you come here?”

He pointed out towards the sea, where the late afternoon light reflected off the broken water like fragments of lightning. “The sea. I remember the light. Sound. I remember ... pain.”

I followed his gaze, staring into the secret depths of the vast water, and suddenly it made sense. “Of course! You were in a shipwreck, right?”

“Shipwreck, right?”

I was excited to have figured it out for him. “Your ship must have crashed, and you lost your memory because of the accident! I’ve seen this happen before.”

I didn’t add that it was only ever in films that I had seen this before.

“Is there anything else you remember?”

He seemed unmoved by my revelation, but I was enjoying being the smartest person on the bench, if only for a while. “I have to find someone.”

That also made sense. “You’re looking for your crew? Or maybe you need to report the accident to someone?”

A strange expression crossed the man’s face. There was no emotion in there, but I swore I could see the pain and confusion as he looked down. There was something torturing him. “I do not know why I am here. I remember the light. I remember coming here. That is all.”

I felt sorry for him, his pain eclipsing my own for the moment. Even as I sat there trying to forget the last couple of hours of my life, all I wanted to do was try and help him remember his. 

We sat there in silence while I wracked my brains for something useful to say. I had no idea what help a 12-year-old boy could offer this strange giant, but for now that was my mission. My purpose. I tried to imagine the water rushing over me, carrying me to shore. The violence of a shipwreck. What would it be like to forget who I was? How could help this stranger remember? This curious giant who was kind enough to speak to me without judgement when I was in pain. Who, for a moment, had helped me to forget as well.

Then I remembered something.

“My mother told me once that you don’t always get to find out why you’re here: sometimes it finds you. She told me she realised that after I was born. I think. Or maybe it was after dad left. I guess what I mean is that, maybe, if you sit here long enough, the reason you’re here will find you, instead of you having to find it.”

I beamed at him, waiting for some sort of acknowledgement. He continued to stare out at the sea for a while longer. Then he turned to me and stared down at my leg. “You are injured.”

I really had almost forgotten. The red streak that crossed my thigh, already starting to scab over, felt like a part of someone else other than me. “I ... I got into a fight, I guess.”

“A fight.”

“Yes, there’s this ... Higgins—he’s a real bully. I guess I got on the wrong side of him today, or something. He said I was in his playground, so I said he didn’t own the playground and then ...” I trailed off, not really wanting to relive the experience.

“Higgins. Does he own this place?” the man asked.

“No. Of course not.

“Higgins,” he repeated, as if listening to the sound of the name.

“That’s right. He’s a real shitbag.”

The man studied the sea, lost in its depths for a final moment, then he fixed his eyes on me, piercing me with their peculiar, placid intensity. “Take me to this shitbag.”

I almost laughed. It couldn’t be more perfect. Once Higgins realised that his unstoppable giant of a man was my friend he would never dare to touch me again. Or anyone I told him not to. I could get him to do anything I wanted him to. “Really? Are you sure?”

The man stood up, waiting for me to join him. “Take me to him.”

I got up, ignoring the tight pinching sensation that the scab had introduced to my leg, and started leading the way back into town. We said nothing as we walked: I was too scared of breaking the spell and having my new friend change his mind. When we neared the playground it was a strange relief to find Higgins was still there: it meant he hadn’t chased me away for nothing, but it also meant he had unwittingly given me my chance for a little payback.

”I’m back!” I shouted out to him. I didn’t introduce my new friend, but I didn’t need to: Higgins had already seen him. The three other members of his gang looked up too, fear in their eyes, and began sliding off the playground equipment so they could slink away.

Higgins snorted. “What’s this? You brought your Dad? Oh no, that’s right, I forgot: your dad’s a loser who couldn’t wait to get rid of you.”

He talked a big game, trying to show his three friends that he was still the one in charge, but the conviction wasn’t there in his face. Sat on a bench my new friend was imposing: on his feet, towering over me, he was terrifying. It was a pleasure to see Higgins scared for a change.

The man pointed at him. “This one is Higgins?”

I nodded, still facing Higgins. “Yeah. You see, Higgins? Beat me up again and you’ll pay for it.”

As soon as I delivered the challenge I realised my mistake. I’d given Higgins two choices: back down or counter, and he wasn’t going to back down, not when it meant losing face with the rest of his gang. Even now they were hovering on the edges of the playground, torn between their own fear of this new threat, and their loyalty towards—and fear of—Higgins.

Face flushed with rage, Higgins jumped down to the sand and marched towards me, purposefully ignoring the giant next to me. My new friend waited until Higgins was close enough and then, before I knew what was happening, reached out and grabbed him by the throat.

Higgins squealed, trying to free himself, but it was futile. He kicked his feet against empty air as the stranger lifted him up by the neck. I froze, too shocked to do anything. It was too much. This wasn’t what I wanted. The rest of Higgins’ gang stood at the far end of the playground, caught between thinking they should intervene and wanting to run away.

Higgins tried frantically to pull the man’s fingers away from his throat but it was hopeless, like trying to prize the fingers of a vice. A strange, muted wail crept from his throat.

“No, stop ...” I said, but my voice sounded a million miles away.

In a last-ditch attempt to defend himself Higgins lashed out, flailing at the stranger’s face. The stranger remained rock-still, not even flinching. Emotionless. A cold fear crept over me as it became clear how far, and how suddenly, things had gotten out of control.

The stranger squeezed. Higgins’ face blossomed bright red. Pearls of blood appeared around the stranger’s fingers as they tore the skin. A terrible choked squeal came from Higgins. He fought for another few seconds, kicking and swinging. It made no difference. The stranger’s grip never loosened. There was a dull crack. Higgins head lolled to one side and he stopped fighting.

The stranger held him for another minute, studying the dead face, then dropped Higgins’ body to the ground without further consideration. He turned to me, a burning realisation gleaming in his eyes.

“I am made to kill. That is my purpose.”

I staggered backwards, vaguely cognisant that Higgins’ friends had already run away and I should be doing the same. The stranger took a step towards me and that finally broke my paralysis. I ran, not caring where I went, just going as far and as fast as I could. I ran away from town, away from the sea, not returning home until several hours had passed without me seeing the stranger.

I never saw him again after that day, but sometimes I can still hear his footsteps, pounding the ground behind me, getting closer and closer until the point when they slow and stop right behind me. Right before his hands wrap themselves around my throat.

Right before I wake up every night.
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Salvation
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In all the chaos, he was the only one who came for her. The only one who stopped. Everyone else ran, thinking only of themselves as they shunted, elbowed and grabbed at each other, pushing her out of their way. The stampede thundered past in all directions, uncoordinated and out of control, threatening to catch her and throw her underfoot if she drew too close to its periphery. 

“Come with me,” he said, his hand reaching out for her. “I can get you out of this.”

He waited for her as the smoke crept like a suffocating wall, growing thicker and stealing the light between them. Screams muffled the voices all around. Flames crackled and rose higher and higher against the murky darkness. Death was coming.

She reached out and took his hand.

And they ran. Over tables and chairs. Through doors. She had a sense of other people being pushed out of their way this time, mindless obstacles on their way to safety. Suddenly she could breathe again as they plunged into the cool outside air—she had forgotten how sweet it could taste. Still they ran, down murky streets and past cars, until he found the vehicle he was looking for. As the night behind them filled with flashing lights and sirens he started the engine and they sped away.

* * *
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Fire.

It’s after her.

It’s all she can think about as the car roars into the darkness. There had been another one, just a week ago. She can still see the cafe burning like a campfire in the morning light. She still hears the screams and shouts from the panicked passers-by. A minute or two had made all the difference. She had been running late that morning. Instead of being inside ordering her first coffee of the day, she had stopped on the sidewalk and watched it burn. Safe, only turning away when the first responders began pulling the burned victims away.

It could have been her.

* * *
[image: image]


“Are you ok?” the man asks, his voice heavy and breathless. Her saviour. He’s driving too fast, lights from the other cars whip past them in the blackness. “Are you hurt?”

“Why ... I don’t ... why is this happening to me?”

“Are you ok?” This time he shouts at her.

The snap of his voice is like a cup of ice water in her face. She freezes, the lingering shock displaced by one more immediate, then checks herself: patting down limbs; stretching muscles; testing nerve endings. She straightens her smoke-infused dress. She aches—her lungs, her feet, her everything—but nothing screams from inside. Nothing is dead or broken or numb. “I’m fine ... I-I think I’m ok.”

“Do you have a phone?”

Somehow her bag is still with her. She reaches inside, conscious of how much her fingers are shaking, and pulls out the phone. “You can stop n-now. I can ... g-get the bus or—”

He takes the phone from her and throws it out of the window, keeping his eyes on the road the entire time.

“What the fuck?!”

He holds up his hand, a shield from her anger and a plea for calm. “Last week there was another fire, right? Right?”

“What? Yes. How did you—?”

“At the coffee place. It almost got you but you were running late that day.”

Her alarm hadn’t gone off. For a short time waking up to an uncharged phone had seemed like the worst inconvenience, then the fire at the cafe yet another puzzle piece in a Very Bad Morning. It was probably the phone that had saved her life; the same phone now lying shattered the roadside somewhere behind them.

“It’s not a coincidence, ok?” He risks a quick glance at her. “You have to know that your life is in danger. First time you got lucky. Back at the club you were lucky that I was there. Next time ... I don’t know, next time we’ll need more than luck.”

“Next time? What are you—?”

“I’m saying that it wasn’t an accident. You’ve been targeted and people are trying to kill you.”

* * *
[image: image]


He finally pulls over after twenty minutes of her threatening to puke inside the car. The clearing is dark and empty, away from the road. A thin layer of gravel crunches under their feet as they step across the wasted tarmac. The only other sign that civilisation has ever touched this place is a long-abandoned worker’s hut, wooden and shabby.

She doesn’t puke. Now that they’ve stopped, the turmoil has paused. She’s numb. She’s cold. He offers her a blanket, acquired invisibly from somewhere, and offers it to her along with a bottle of water. She takes both, wrapping the blanket around herself as she looks at him waiting for an explanation.

He registers her expectant look and sighs, offering an air of defeat. “Okay, look, there’s no way you’d believe me if I told you everything—you just need to understand that none of this is an accident. There’s ... there are people out there who want you dead and my orders are to stop that from happening.”

The night is silent apart from the distant whip of speeding cars. His words float out there for a while, refusing to sink in. They hang in the air no longer able to be unspoken. She draws the blanket tighter, ignoring the stench of smoke that still hangs around her. “You’re right: I don’t believe you. I ... I just can’t. I’m no one—nobody’s going to want to kill me.”

“You’re more than you think you are.” He looks at her now, his eyes burning and intense. “You’re special, you’ve been noticed. You’re ... if you really were ever a nobody, then you’re not anymore. You’re someone. Someone remarkable. Someone worth— ... someone dangerous.”

She doesn’t want to be any of those things. All she wants to be is someone who can buy a coffee in the morning without dying. She stares out to the road, glittering with the passage of headlights in the distance, and tries to process the immediate thought that she almost died back at the club. Even that is too big, too far removed from the neatly defined limits of her life. Would she be dead now? Lying on a stretcher instead of standing in the cold listening to a stranger’s crazy ramblings? Can she pick him apart instead? Who is he? Why is he here? It’s too much, she has already been stretched to breaking point. Her brain offers little more than white noise.

“You said ‘your orders’?” She takes one of the smaller details, almost at random, focusing on that instead. “You’re supposed to be some sort of soldier?”

“I’m an agent. That’s all you need to know. I can’t tell you any more than that.”

“You look about seventeen.”

“I’m twenty—and I just saved your life—how about—” He looks down and rubs his eyes. “Forget it, I’m sorry—long night. I’ve already gone off-book. My orders were to expose the people trying to get to you, not to—I’m not supposed to get directly involved but I didn’t know how else to protect you.”

“Protect me? How? By kidnapping me and throwing away my phone?” She doesn’t mean to shout at him but the bottled-up fear and anger have nowhere else to go. Her head is pounding, her throat feels like sandpaper, her eyes still burn. Everything she feels is a crude memento that refuses to let her forget the near-death experience.

“Do you know anything at all about how phones work?” He snaps back at her. “The way they can track you wherever you are, even listen in on your conversations, just because you’ve got a phone in your pocket?”

The argument collides with the brick wall her mind has constructed. It’s another thing that’s too much for her to process. She tells herself that it’s just a phone: weighed against her life it’s nothing. She can buy another. She takes a swig of the water and almost drains the bottle. It tastes cool and sweet, flushes the taste of smoke from her. “Well ... whatever. When are you going to take me home?”

“Home is the last place you should go. We need to keep heading out of the city.”

“What? Hold on—I’ve got work tomorrow.” The thought of going back to work the next day sounds absurd even as she says it but there needs to be some part of her life that she can keep.

“Forget it—they’ve missed you twice, they’re going to get more desperate now. They’ll be watching your home, watching where you work, looking for any chance they have to take another shot at you. You have to understand: your life as you know it is over.”

There’s no energy left to argue. She surrenders to the looming exhaustion and leans against the wooden hut, allowing herself to slide to the ground. Somewhere behind her the city lights gleam, all of it several hours walk away. “Look ... dude ... I appreciate you saving my life back there but ...” The effort to get the words out defeats her.

“It’s the shock. You need to take it easy. Anyway, it’s not safe for us to stay here, they could easily have tracked us this far.”

He towers over her, impossibly large and far away. She can’t work out if it’s just her falling or the whole world. Everything is so far away.

“Do you have any money?” his voice asks her.

She points at the car. “My bag ...”

“Good, we need to get—”

He freezes. Into the silence comes a cracking-popping sound. He grabs her hand and pulls her up, hauling her from her resting place next to the wooden hut. She sees the flames roaring up the side of the shack, flames that would have claimed her seconds ago.

“They found us! I don’t know how but they found us already! We‘ve gotta go!”

The man shouts his frustration and bundles her back into the car. As they race away, she falls into another world.

* * *
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The fire roared and raged, soaring above her. Tongues of red and orange leapt out, teasing her rather than burning. But the screams of the fire’s victims filled the air, almost hidden beneath the rumble and crackle of the inferno.

“Come with me,” it whispered at her. Then louder: “Come. With. Me!”

She tried to turn away, to reject the offer, but the fire was everywhere. Its victims danced inside, trying to pull her in with them.

Come with me ...

Then, above it all, she saw the stranger, impossibly large, laughing down at her. In the haze of heat and smoke he, too, seemed to be made of fire.

“Come with me,” he said, his voice huge.

His hand reached out for her and—

* * *
[image: image]


“—the shock. You inhaled smoke, your lungs need time to recover.”

She wakes up scrunched into the passenger seat of his car, surrounded by morning light. A thin layer of drool has crept its way down the side of her chin. She wipes it away with her sleeve, grateful that it’s on the side that’s turned away from the stranger, and painfully straightens out her aching body. There is blue sky outside, most of it hidden behind the trees that surround the parked car.

“Where are we?” Her voice is a dry whisper. “Wait, what did you say?”

He smiles and hands her a paper bag with something in it. “Cream cheese bagel.”

She takes the bag and examines the contents, trying to remember what hunger feels like.

He points to a paper cup resting in the cup holder next to her. “You order a cream cheese bagel and a soy latte every day—except for Friday, when you treat yourself to a whole-wheat chocolate chip muffin instead.”

She stares at him.

“It’s not Friday.”

She continues to stare at him, unable to articulate the sense of intrusion, the sudden desire to roll back time and somehow put this genie back into the bottle.

“Okay, look, yes—I get it, alright? But tell me how I’m supposed to keep you safe without surveilling you? I didn’t exactly plan for ... for this to happen.”

“For what to happen?”

He takes his own coffee from its tenuous resting place in his lap and drinks heavily. “Look, in the ideal world you and I never meet, no one’s trying to kill you, and you don’t even know that any of this is happening. But what was I supposed to do? Leave you sitting there in that nightclub?”

She takes cautious sips of her own coffee. It’s creamy but somehow both bitter and tasteless. Her mind goes back to the club, to the fire and the panic, trying to picture herself running and escaping when all she does is sit, paralysed by it all, unable to decide where to go, which path to take. It’s too hard. Better to focus on the now than the what-might-have-been.

“So, where are we?”

He shakes his head. “Better that you don’t know.”

She huffs and tries to look at the map laid out against the steering wheel. A red line snakes across it in thick red marker. The stranger pulls it away and tucks it into the door on his side of the car. “We have to—look, if anyone knows where you are, then you’re in danger—we both are. You have to stay out of sight.”

“I need to get out and stretch my legs. I need a bathroom.”

He points beyond the windscreen. “A little further up there’s a forest. Once we get there you can probably—”

She reaches for her door handle. His arms shoots across her and holds it shut. 

“Don’t. Please.”

His tone is flat but leaves her in little doubt that he will stop her if she tries to open the door. A ball of anxiety and nausea spirals up from her stomach.

“Oh...” She rubs her head.

“What is it?”

“It’s fine. It’s nothing.”

“Are you dizzy?”

“A little. Maybe ... yeah.”

“Shit! That means—”

His hand flies to the ignition key, the rest of his words stolen by the explosion that breaks the silence. She turns. A plume of fire and smoke has erupted behind them, swallowing the trees by the roadside, startling the nesting birds into flight. There is roar as the engine starts. She is slammed into the back of her seat as the car races away, coffee spilling over her clothes, the fire dwindling into the distance. Eyes closing ...

* * *
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The seconds tick, tick, tick.

The time of her life stolen away. Her future drained like blood.

Drip, drip, drip by drip, drip, drip.

The fire has gone, nothing more than shadows are left in its wake, all the colour burned away. Dark walls surround her—the burned-out shell of the nightclub—its victims caught and frozen in rusted spars.

It’s cold. It smells. It’s real.

She blinks, realising she is no longer in the dream.

She’s surrounded by some sort of derelict building. The air is cool but the familiar blanket has been laid over her. The inside of the building is hidden, lost in the dark. An air of abandonment fills the empty space. Somewhere overhead hangs a jellyfish haze of light, frozen in dust and decay. It could be moonlight or it could be daylight; it’s impossible for her dulled eyes to tell.

“They’ve been watching you too.” His voice comes from somewhere in the darkness. “What happened back there was my fault.”

She says nothing, her voice and brain still disconnected.

“They would have known what you order for breakfast. They’d have been watching for that. I’m sorry, that was stupid of me.” 

She straightens up and sees another paper bag sitting on the ground before her. 

“Cappuccino and tuna. Hope you like it.”

Together? she almost asks, and stifles an hysterical giggle. Inside the bag is an anonymous coffee to go and a sandwich wrapped in paper and plastic. She frees it and swallows down the first half in a few greedy bites, not caring that it’s dry and at least a day old; so’s her hunger. She reaches for the coffee and then stops, remembering the last one she had. It doesn’t show in the dark, but she can feel the stains down her top.

“I passed out ...” She looks for him and sees his shadow before a boarded-up window on the opposite side of the room.

“You did.”

She sits back, leaving the coffee untouched. 

“Don’t be ... It wasn’t the coffee.” He walks over and takes a swig from the paper cup, putting it back down before her and leaving her to ponder whether it’s more or less appetising now. She struggles to focus in the dim light. The derelict building he’s brought them to shimmers in shades of grey and her rescuer is no more than a voice in the shadows.

“What’s happening?” The words remain an effort.

He sighs. “It’s ... complicated. You won’t—”

“Understand?!” The anger lashes from her like a secret whip. Something inside has finally decided not to sleep. Why wouldn’t she understand? Why shouldn’t she? Maybe nothing makes sense anymore, but she’ll take any damn explanation she can, anything to help her fingers clasp beyond the bare edge of the precipice. “Just tell me. Whatever you’ve got ... just tell me ...”

He sits down beside her, his weight landing heavily against the crumbling brick wall behind them. “I’ll try. I’ll try ... you see, every time they try and kill you it changes something, it creates ripples. You know Schrodinger’s cat? There’s a reality over there where you die and one over here where you survive. Both exist simultaneously until one replaces the other and it creates ... shockwaves. It all revolves around you, don’t you see? You’re the focus, you’re literally caught in the middle and when reality shifts around you, the experience overloads your mind and, well ... the alternative is you go insane so, consider yourself lucky.”

“Lucky?” She almost laughs, seizing on the one thing he’s just said that makes any vague sort of sense. “Fuck.”

They settle into a begrudging silence. The drip, drip, drip continues to come from the dark, like footsteps.

“Where are we anyway?”

“Somewhere,” comes the only answer. “Better you don’t know. Like I said, better no one knows where we are. It’s the only way to keep you safe.”

She leans forward to grab the coffee, draining it fast in the hopes that the caffeine hit will wake her muffled brain. “Okay, can you at least tell me why anybody would be trying to kill me?”

“Honestly, I don’t know.”

“Oh, right, so you’ve kidnapped me for no reason at all?” The words slip right out, escaping past her sleeping internal censor.

“I didn’t—!” he snaps, and then stops. “Look. I don’t know everything—they don’t tell me much. All I know is every so often I’m told to watch someone and keep them safe. That’s all. That’s what I do. All they tell me is that things will go ... wrong if I let these people die. You’re one of these people.”

If I die ... the words sing unspoken inside her. What happens if I die ...?

“But ... how do they know what will happen if I die?” The connections come at a dizzying speed, slamming into her from the sleeping corners inside. Rejected. Thrown aside. Pulled back from the ashes when nothing else makes sense. She can see him watching her, saying nothing. Finally, there’s only one conclusion left that makes any sense of what he’s telling her. “Are you saying you’re from the future?”

“No, of course not. That’s not possible. I’m from now, just like you. I just get my orders from the future.”

“Oh, right, well that makes perfect sense then.”

“Like I said: normally you wouldn’t even know. You wouldn’t know I existed, you wouldn’t know anyone is trying to kill you. I messed up.”

For the first time she hears the exhaustion in his voice. How long have they been running now? A day? More? She’s been sleeping while he’s been running for both of them. “This is my fault, isn’t it? I froze in the club. I would have burned to death.”

“Smoke would have got you first, but ... I ... had to do something.” He turns to look at her, the edges of his face caught in the fragments of light falling on them. Unspoken words hang between them. He turns away quickly.

“Why a fire?” she asks, still trying to find the through-line that makes sense amid the tiredness and confusion. “Why not just shoot me? Why don’t they just get it over and done with?”

“An accident is easier. Better. When just one person dies there are questions, investigations. It creates ripples, gets the victim noticed. If you’re one casualty among dozens—just another victim—then ... you’re no one. Just a statistic. That’s what they want.”

A terrible thought chills her. “Did anyone die in that fire? Back in the club?”

He pauses. “I don’t know. That’s the truth. All I know is you would have done if I’d left you there.”

She would have died. But would she have died? Would she had really let herself sit there, helpless, until death idly claimed her? She looks back and finds the untrodden past as murky her future. For a fraction of second the thought falls on her: let them do it, just let it happen. Then the same thought erupts into fiery determination not to sit by while someone else decides her fate. She won’t let this happen. Not will she let anyone else fall in her wake.

“Okay,” she says.

“Okay what?” he asks.

“Okay, let’s stop this thing.” She stands up, still wobbly, but ready to do something more than sit and hide in the dark. “I may feel like death but I’m not ready to die. Just get me a shower and some clean clothes and we’ll figure out how to stop this thing.”

She falters, the moment failing her. He reaches out for her, clasping her arm. “Fine. Great. I’ve got a place we can go.”

She feels the pressure of his touch on her and the question comes from nowhere. “Have you ever done this with a man? Saved a man?”

“What? No. I mean, sure, sometimes, when I have to. I do what I need to do.”

She nods, ready to move on. “Okay. Let’s do this. Shower. Clean clothes. No point saving my life if it’s not worth living, right?”

* * *
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He sits her down on something soft and then finally removes the blindfold.

“What is this place?” she asks. The blindfold was to keep her safe, to keep her from knowing where they were going and thereby to prevent anyone else from eventually finding out. She finds it curious, the way that it did make her feel safe: the way it shut the outside world out and made everything go away except for the drone of his car. If something was going to happen to them, perhaps she might not even have known about it.

With her sight restored the anxiety comes back. She was expecting a motel, but this is different.

“We’re somewhere safe,” he tells her. “I have a number of properties, rented under assumed names, all paid in cash. We’ll be safe here for a while.”

She lets herself sink into the sofa, it’s the first soft thing she’s sat on for days—the worn passenger seat of his car barely counts. Safety sounds good. Not having to run to a newer, stranger place every few hours sounds good.

“I’ll go and find you some clean clothes,” he says. “You can take a shower there.”

He points to a small bathroom, something that seemed an impossible luxury only a few hours ago, then walks away. “I’m going to lock the door behind me. For your own safety. Don’t answer the door to anyone, ok? Don’t let anyone know you’re here. When I get back, we’ll figure out what comes next, okay?”

She looks at him. What comes next is a shower and feeling human again. It’s all she can think of right now.

“Okay?” he repeats.

“Yeah,” she nods.

“I’ll bring some food back too.” He leaves her and she hears the lock rolling into place. The moment his footsteps fade she goes to the window, instinctively needing to know where they are now. There are wooden shutters over every window, slatted enough to let in the light from above but, no matter how low she crouches, only allowing her a view of the sky. Through one she finds a glimpse of a large, green-roofed building somewhere high and in the distance. A factory, maybe, or some sort of barn. Nothing else reveals itself.

Her thoughts remain a jumble, everything has been ripped away from the normality she understands and things that shouldn’t make sense seem perfectly rational. Does she feel safe because no one can see her in there? Does she feel safe that no one knows she’s there?

She goes to the door: locked, just as he said it would be.

No one can get it, but she can’t get out.

Does she feel safe?

The emotions of the past few days—how long has it really been?—fly up at her and a few guttural sobs escape. She barely even has the energy for that. The scant tears dry quickly and she does the only thing she has left to do: heads into the bathroom.

* * *
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The shower is scouringly hot—maybe enough to burn away the last few days so life can be normal again when she finally emerges. She revels in the steam rolling around her, clouding the walls of her mysterious keep. The constant rush of the water blocks all sound out, leaving her safe in a steaming cocoon.

Finally, it is time to stop. She is weakened and shaky, unsure what is real and what isn’t, but something in her has been revived—even if only temporarily. She feels as though she could go to her mysterious saviour and demand that they should confront whoever is after her head-on.

She gets dressed using the same clothes she’s been wearing for the last however many days because there is nothing else and emerges to find him waiting on the sofa. His eyes sparkle with energy but there is an exhaustion looming beneath it. She wonders how long it is since he has slept properly.

Before him are two paper bags.

“Clothes,” he says, pointing to the larger of the two. Then to the other: “And food.”

He gets back to his feet, leaning heavily on the arm of the sofa as he rises. “I think I’ll get cleaned up. You can take that room.” He points to an open door behind him and shuffles into to the bathroom, leaving the door ajar.

She walks into the sparse room—nothing more than a bed, a side table and an empty wardrobe, but it offers something of value: privacy. She closes the door and notices the keyhole below the handle, but there is no key in it. No matter, she rationalises; someone walking in as she changes would be the last of her problems.

Inside the smaller bag is more coffee and a sandwich. She leaves them on the table, her appetite strangely absent, and inspects the other bag: clothes, just as he said. Two pairs of jeans, two t-shirts, a light jumper and, strangely, a red dress. She holds up the dress. It’s beautiful and looks to be the right size, but what does she need with a dress? 

She goes to the wardrobe to hang it up and finds the interior lined with thin, yellowing newspaper. A glimpse of the past. She leans in to read some of the headlines: “New pedestrian bridge approved”, “Local man heads to senate”, “Town hall damaged in storm”. The banality of small-town news. She scans up to the top of one page: ‘The Belvedere Falls Tribune’, the masthead states. 1996.

Unbidden, an image flies into her mind of a grandmother diligently pasting paper over her aging furniture. A grandmother who perhaps died and left her house to her only living relative.

She looks at the door again, troubled by the empty keyhole for some reason.

She decides to ignore it and instead takes the bag of clothes and empties the rest of its contents on the bed. A small piece of paper drifts down from the empty bag to rest on the unruly pile. A receipt. She picks it up and studies it, struggling to understand why the numbers on it are so important.

Then she sees it.

* * *
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She leaves the bedroom wearing the red dress. It flows over her, clinging in all the right spots. He can barely take his eyes off it.

“You look ... beautiful,” he tells her.

She runs a hand down the fabric and manages a coy shrug. “You bought exactly the right size too.”

He smiles, taking it as flattery. “Lucky guess.”

She drops the warm expression and stares at him. “Really? Lucky guess? You bought those clothes last week. Said we were never supposed to meet, and somehow you’ve got a bag of clothes in my exact size?”

She holds her statue pose, one hand resting on her thigh, eyes stony and fixed directly on his, but how can he not hear her anxious heart threatening to shatter her rib cage. Does he not hear the blood pounding through her head and roaring in her ears?

His eyes meet hers, his face clouding over in confusion. “What...? What are you talking about?”

“You left the receipt in the bag. With the clothes. It had last week’s date on it. Before the nightclub. Did—did you ... plan this.” An unwelcome shiver of fear and revulsion runs down her but she pushes it away. She needs to own this moment. She needs to be a rock. He has no reply for her and she seizes the silence. “So tell me—no more lies—what’s really going on here?”

He holds his hands up; a gesture of placation. “Okay ... it’s the shock, you see? You’re—you don’t know what day it is. Just like I told you: this whole thing is messing with your head. We call it temporal psychosis. Now, you have to let me help you or it could kill you.” He steps closer to her with every calm and crazy sounding-point. “I understand, I really do. I get how insane this all sounds, but you have to believe me when I tell you I’m here to help you.”

The crazy part is that she wants to believe him—the idea that he’s genuinely there to protect her is better than all the alternatives. The idea that her life has enough purpose that some faceless, hidden entity wants to end it appeals to her, but more than that: that someone in this world will go out of their way to save her.

She wants to believe it so much.

“Why don’t you go and lie down? I’ll make some food and then we can talk about it, yes?” He points to the bedroom, arm outstretched, ready to take her arm and guide her. His other hand waits down by his side, clasped around something; she sees the end of it emerging from the bottom of his fist.

A key.

The key that was missing from the lock in the door of her room.

She steps away from him. “No.”

His face contorts with frustration, the mask of calm torn up and abandoned. His free arm lunges for her. She darts to the side, away from that open bedroom door. He stumbles on the corner of the low coffee table. Curses. There’s nowhere to go. The bathroom door. The front door: still locked? He sees that she is trapped and the predator shows its face.

A violent hammering fills the room. At first she thinks it’s her heart, exploding with fear. Then she sees the fear on his face. It’s the door.

“Open up! Police!!”

For the first time she sees genuine fear over the stranger’s face. He shrinks away from the sound. Then, impossibly, the mask flashes back. He reaches out for her. “They found us! Please! This is our last chance. Come with me!”

And there’s still that part of her that wants to take the hand; the part that wants to believe. She turns to the door and screams: “In here! I’m in here!!”

A cascade of splinters rains over her and she falls to the ground.

* * *
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The lieutenant stared at the young woman sitting opposite her. Her private opinion of the victim had ranged from disappointment to anger depending on how fresh the coffee had been but after talking together for the last several hours a kind of numbness had set in. There were other people out there; talking to the would-be kidnapper, investigating the crime scene, even reviewing other missing persons cases in the hope of finding a previously missing connection. Everyone wanted to crack the case. No one wanted to get stuck babysitting the victim.

“Do you really think he ... drugged me?” she asked.

The lieutenant reached for a stick of gum. “We’ll find out when the tox screen comes back. How about you leave the detective work to us and get some sleep?”

The woman shook her head. The lieutenant brought her teeth down on the fresh gum, forcing it into compliance, and waited to hear what would come up next. What litany of excuses would come from this person who had taken the whole of her life to learn that not everyone is out there to just hand you a coffee and a smile. It was a tough break, sure, but people walking around with their eyes closed usually hit the brick wall sooner or later. The victim sat there, huddled in borrowed clothes, looking about as tired and empty as the lieutenant felt.

“I still can’t believe I fell for it,” she said.

You and me both, honey, the lieutenant thought. Then she softened a little. It was late. She was tired. But this girl was safe and alive; that was what mattered. “You got yourself caught up in a high-pressure situation and he saved your life—at least he pretended to. Ain’t many people’d turn their nose up at that. As for that story he cooked for you—”

The woman looked up, something sharp in her eyes all of a sudden. The lieutenant fell silent. “Those fires—all that ... harm just to trick me? How did you know?”

The lieutenant fingered the notes laying across her desk. “Like I said, our people are still out there gathering evidence but turns out the perp—your man—was something of a tech wizard. They’ll be looking for remote triggers, timers—”

“No, I mean: how did you know? How did you find me?”

The lieutenant paused, considered telling the truth, then moved on. “Lucky break. Lucky for you anyway—shit-tonne of paperwork for me, so go on: how about you go and get some sleep—real sleep—and we’ll pick this up again when you’re ready.”

The woman sat silently for a moment, staring into space, then she nodded. The lieutenant called one of the waiting officers and asked them to show her to one of the cots.

“Wait,” the lieutenant called. 

The woman stopped and looked at her with zombie eyes.

“That story he told you—how much of it did you actually believe?”

The woman’s face betrayed nothing, her mind already halfway to sleep. “For a little while there ... I think I believed all of it but you know something? It feels good to be no one again.”

The lieutenant nodded and the officer led the woman from the room, leaving the lieutenant alone. She allowed herself a long, slow exhalation of breath before getting up to pour a fresh cup of coffee. It was late and she had heard a lot of crazy stories. All she wanted to do was put them all in a drawer and catch up on some sleep, except there was a crazy thought in the back of her head now that was refusing to stay quiet. She doused it with caffeine and it settled down only to come back ten minutes later and start needling at her again.

She scrolled through her report, checking for missing pieces, trying to find the one thing that would silence the ticking at the back of her mind. Nothing gelled there. She closed the report and opened another document, clicking on the web address she had been given. A chat window opened up, a pulsing red icon signalling the pending connection to the person on the other end. She left it running until the pulsing ceased and a face appeared on her screen.

The woman looked through the screen at her. “Lieutenant. You followed up my lead?”

The lieutenant nodded. “I did. I hope I’m not catching you at a bad time?”

“No such thing anymore. So how’s your ... case going?”

“It’s going well. Woman’s safe. We’re lining up a string of charges.” The lieutenant stared at the older woman on the other side of the screen. She was maybe heading sixtywards, but there was a steely determination about her that made her look younger. And there was the other thing, the thing that refused to hide itself.

The woman stared back, refusing to blink. “I’m relieved to hear that. What is it you need from me?”

“Well ...” The lieutenant picked up some of the papers from her desk and waved them in front of the screen for dramatic effect. “You see, I gotta write up this report and the thing about me is I like my reports to be complete—it’s a pride thing—and I’m having trouble with the bit where you send in this tip-off out of the blue and we find this dude prepping to stick some white woman in his sex dungeon. How in hell did you know she was gonna be there?”

The woman didn’t even blink. “I’m sure, in your line of work, you must have dealt with anonymous tip-offs before?”

“Not like this.”

“And now you’ve saved someone from a ... a potentially horrific experience. All this tells me, Lieutenant, is that I called the right person.”

The Lieutenant, who had dealt with plenty of the worst people she could imagine without so much as a quiver, felt herself buckling under the unflinching gaze coming through the screen. This was a woman who was used to taking control of any situation she found herself in and rarely let go until things happened her way. Sometimes you came up against them and it was like slamming your head into a brick wall.

“Is there something else, lieutenant?”

No harm in asking now, the lieutenant thought. “I gotta say it. I’ve been sitting with the victim all night and there’s a ... a kinda family resemblance. She your daughter?”

The woman smiled and leaned back. “I can assure you lieutenant, I’m no one. Good night to you.”

“Good—” the lieutenant started to say as the image on her screen turned to black.

She shrugged and opened her report again, scanning it one last time. There was nothing new to add. She closed the report and sent it, then got up to get one last cup of coffee before tomorrow could bring whatever it had in store.
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Dark Fate
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“Tell me, detective: what did you want to be when you grew up?”

Wyler eyeballed the kid handcuffed to the chair opposite him. The rough skin and distant sadness in his eyes betrayed his years, but there was still a rebelliousness to him; a lack of discipline reflected in the unkempt mound of hair that framed his face. He was much too together to be a vagrant or a junkie but there was still something about him that didn’t quite belong. An outsider. Who was the person underneath the veneer, Wyler wanted to know: the real person. 

The facts available him were scant. Questionable, even. The kid had been pulled in by CyTech security just before midnight, spotted lurking somewhere he shouldn’t be by a member of the late shift custodial staff. Depending on which way you wanted to look at it, the witness was either letting his eyes wander on the job or was being unusually attentive. Either way, a backpack filled with explosives had been found shortly afterwards.

Conclusions had been drawn and assumptions made. CyTech had its own security team who were happy to join the dots but they still needed the police to handle the legals, and Wyler just happened to be one of the schmucks lucky enough to be on call that night. That didn’t mean he was going to sit back and let CyTech paint the picture for him. He still had his part to play.

“What did I want to be?” Wyler replied, realising his mind was wandering. “I wanted to be sitting here talking to you. Lucky me. Dreams can come true after all.”

So far the kid had been obtuse. Impenetrable. Wyler only hoped Ashford was faring better in the other room. CyTech was a big deal in town, which meant it got two on-call detectives for their break-in and damn all the mom-and-pop shops who could wait until morning. At least the security team had abided by Wyler’s request to hold held onto the witness—the convenient witness—so there was a chance of cross-checking the stories. Nothing good came of cases that arrived already wrapped and with a bow on top. Life didn’t fall down that way. For all they knew the janitor was pissed off with the job and the kid just happened to be passing by at the wrong time to take the fall. It didn’t help that the security cameras were on the fritz and trust was in short supply.

One perp. One witness. At least one of them lying. Wyler hadn’t particularly liked the look of the witness either. The way the man sat in the interview room, staring straight ahead. Calm, like he had all the time in the world but with something missing from his eyes. Just another drone beaten down by a meaningless job. Wyler liked to get under his subject’s skin and he wasn’t sure there’d be much to find beneath the witness’s. So, Ashford had taken the witness, and Wyler the perp.

Except the kid was turning out to be a brick wall. They didn’t even have a name for him yet. No ID. Nothing. He was tough. Stubborn. In control. Wyler hated that. He needed to find a way to start breaking that down, to find out who this kid really was. Right now he was acting like he had nothing to fear.

Or ... nothing to lose ...

“Listen, kid, because you need to understand this one thing, okay? It’s over. We got you. Right? At best we got you for trespassing. Worst case, for you, is you’re going down for terrorism. That’s a deep, black hole and I guarantee you won’t see sunlight at the end of that tunnel until you and I are both back in diapers. That means you got one chance, right here, right now, to tell me the truth and if you do that maybe there’s a way we can make some of this a bit easier on you.”

No reaction. It was as if the kid had already been through worse than Wyler had to offer. Or maybe he really was stupid enough to think Wyler was stringing him along.

“Kid, listen to me, okay: we got you. We got your fingerprints, we got your DNA, and we’ve got it all in the system. Before tonight is done we’re gonna know who you are and what you’ve done. If you’ve ever shoplifted, picked a fight, done time in juvie—anything—we’ve got you. Even if you’re clean as a whistle, we still got you on a potential terrorism charge. You’re not walking away. Are we clear?”

Wyler let the silence hang, satisfied by the look of disquiet that finally washed over the kid’s face.

“Do you know who I am?” the kid asked. There was no arrogance in the question. It wasn’t a demand. It was nothing more than a simple question. It was the first genuine thing the kid had said.

Got ‘im, Wyler thought.

He folded his arms, shrugged. The ball was rolling now. “We will soon. That’s what happens when you do crime. You get caught, you get booked and you get time. How it goes from here is up to you.”

The kid leaned back in his seat, his movement made awkward by the handcuffs securing his wrists to the back of the chair. A series of potential monologues twisted their way across his silent lips, the frustration rising and falling like a ship caught in stormy waters. Wyler watched, waiting for the right moment to cut the thought process short. He wanted to give the kid enough time to figure out that he had no choices here, but not enough for him to work out which story he could tell.

“Do you want to know why I do this job? It’s not because I wake up in the morning desperate to catch bad guys. It’s not even about making sure that truth and justice prevail—though I’m not gonna deny that pulling in people like you before you get to hurt anyone really does help me sleep at night. No, it’s because there’s one thing I’m good at. I’m real good at knowing when people are bullshitting me. I can feel it—right down here in my gut—when something’s not right and I can tell you that something about what’s going on here tonight is making my gut ache, and I get real cranky when my gut aches so you better start talking.”

You already know what’s not right, Wyler. This kid’s no terrorist and you don’t have enough pieces to put the rest of the story together ...

Wyler told his brain to shut the fuck up and let him get on with his job. A little fear had crept into the kid’s face, mixing with the background anger and resentment that had been simmering there all along. All that did was increase the mystery. The kid was scared, but not of Wyler. He was pissed off, but that wasn’t because he’d gotten himself arrested. 

“So, tell me: who are you?” Wyler prompted. “What’s your name? Why don’t we start there?”

“I don’t think I really know anymore,” the kid replied, the distance seeping into his eyes again. “I used to be someone else ...”

Wyler didn’t have time for an existential debate. His coffee was cold, and so was his bed. “Kid, cut the bullshit. Just start with the truth and we’ll go from there.”

The kid smirked. “I can tell you the truth, detective, if it’s what you really want. You won’t believe me.”

“Hey, last week I spoke to a guy who told me he killed his dog because he thought it was an alien parasite from outer space. I believed him, so try me.”

The kid pulled forward in his chair, the metal cuffs rattling as he shifted position. “Then, tell me detective—what did you want to be when you grew up?”

“I wanted to be sitting right here talking to you.”

The kid made his disappointment clear across his face. “You already played that one. Don’t you understand how this works, detective? How we work? This isn’t an interrogation: it’s a relationship. It’s as much about you as it is about me. Quid pro quo. Don’t ask for the truth when all you’re going to get are your own lies reflected back at you.”

Wyler grimaced inwardly. Of course he had to get stuck with the philosopher. “Fine. I wanted to be an astronaut. Like every other kid. What does that tell you?”

The kid stared back at him, expressionless, the lie plain on his face. “How many children, do you think, gave up on that dream when they realised that maybe one in a million people get to fly into space. Or that they didn’t have a head for physics? Or that their country didn’t even have a space program. Or if it did, that it didn’t want them. So many variables. So many forks in the road. How many children, do you think, had their dreams stolen like that? And when did fate turn against you, detective?”

Wyler decided he really didn’t like being on the receiving end of the questions. “Whatever fate did or didn’t do, it put me in a better place than you.”

“No fate but what we make.” The kid said it quietly, almost to himself. Like a mantra.

“What?”

“It means the future is up to us.”

Wyler felt his knee starting to jitter up and down: a sign of his growing impatience. He pressed down on it. Somehow this ball kept on rolling away from him. Meanwhile, the kid was stalling. “Your future is the rest of your life staring at the same four walls unless you start cooperating.”

The kid breathed deeply. “I doubt it. You put me back in the system. You’ve put a sign over my head. We’ll find out soon enough.”

“Find out what?”

“Fate. Truth ... Faith. How much we believe what we’re told. You’re not going to believe me, detective, especially if I tell you the truth. But then you don’t really believe in the truth, do you?”

Wyler’s anger rose. He hadn’t been able to get anything remotely sounding like the truth from this kid and, through all of it, the kid kept demanding the truth from him. The worst of it was that Wyler realised he had no choice but to give it. “An actor. I wanted to be an actor.”

“Why?”

Because we all want to be someone else ...

“Because pretending to be other people sounded like fun. Call it therapy if you like. I wanted to get inside other peoples’ heads. I wanted to be famous for being something—for being someone—I wasn’t.”

There was no victory on the kid’s face, having finally wrung this revelation from his captor. If anything, he looked sad. “Are you disappointed life didn’t turn out the way you expected it to?”

“We make the best of the cards we’re dealt, don’t we? Can’t change it now.”

“Maybe.” The kid looked down.  “My mother told me ... she ... told me I was going to save the world, that I was going to be this great leader. A hero. Can you imagine that? Can you imagine what it’s like growing up with that hanging over you?”

“You believed her?”

“We always believe what our mothers tell us. For a while I actually did believe she was crazy. But she believed it, that was the thing—it was infectious. You couldn’t escape it. One day I realised it was all true. I learned that the things we dismiss as impossible are only impossible because we haven’t seen them happen yet. It was on that same day that my mother took all of that away from me. She saved me. Changed the future. Saved all of us.”

Wyler resisted the urge to reach over and slap to kid, to stop the lies pouring out and somehow bring his interview back on track. He forced himself to settle with a reminder that at least he had finally gotten the kid talking. It was better than nothing. Perhaps. “Go on.”

“It was a relief, at first. It’s ok: you no longer have to be this great saviour. Finally, I can live my life like a normal person. I barely knew what that meant. And then she died: my Mum. She never got to live in the future that she saved and I asked myself: what was the point? What was the point of any of it? What was the point of me? What am I supposed to do now. One day I’m the most important person in the world, the next I’m a random nobody with no one in my life.”

At last, Wyler could see the pieces coming together, even if they were going to need a little persuasion to fit into place. “Kid, I’m sorry for your loss, but that doesn’t—”

The kid looked at him, earnest. “The future will end because nobody expects it to, detective. Just like you: you have your definition of normal, of what the truth is, and anything that lies beyond that frame isn’t to be believed. The future will end because no one truly believes it can end.”

You were supposed to be a leader, Wyler thought. This ranting lunatic? He kept trying to persuade himself the kid was talking drivel because, God help him, there was something about the kid that made him want to carry on listening.

“Tell me then, kid, how does it end?” Wyler asked through his clenched jaw.

The kid glanced at the door, looking through it to the corridor beyond. Looking for ghosts. “The future is already coming for us, detective. It may already be too late. I’ll tell you a story while we wait.

“Once upon a time there was a future where this place—CyTech—didn’t exist. Not like this, anyway. Once it was just another promising startup that got swallowed up by a much larger company; a company which then uses CyTech’s research to enhance its own development in the area of defence. Intelligent weapons. Automated strategic defence systems. That doesn’t happen in our story because the larger company, HyperTel, is already gone. They don’t get to build those weapons anymore. They don’t get to end it all.”

Wyler frowned. HyperTel, why did that name sound familiar? “Wait, the HyperTel bombing—you were behind that?”

Wyler remembered it now. A company destroyed in a single night. Headquarters razed to the ground. Its own security measures—one of the cornerstones of its business—proven useless. Something about a disgruntled employee on a suicide mission. No one else had ever been identified, even though any idiot could see there was no way a single person could have been responsible.

“The man who destroyed HyperTel—according to the official record—was one of their lead researchers. He ... realised that the work they were undertaking would lead towards the development of an AI that would eventually destroy mankind. So he decided to stop it. He saved us.”

What a hero, Wyler thought, trying to wring every scrap of sarcasm from the internal sentiment. It almost worked.

“Except, in our story, it’s CyTech that goes on to pick up the scraps, building on the fragments that HyperTel left behind. It’s CyTech taking us to the same place that HyperTel was already leading us towards. The question is: can we really change our fate? Or is it locked in for us no matter what we do?”

Wyler’s knee fought against the hand struggling to restrain it, just as his head fought against the impulse to listen to to the kid, to hear what he was saying, even though none of it made sense. All he needed to do was to find the holes, pierce the bubble of this irrational fiction. Maybe then he had a chance of leaving this room without thinking he had gone completely crazy. 

“Fate brought you here, kid. What does that tell you?”

“Maybe that’s the point,” the kid replied, getting a little breathless as his spiel built steam. “Maybe you and me is the point. I know some part of you believes me, detective, because you know that I’m not lying to you. The only way to know for sure is to do nothing, wait and see what happens. And then it’ll be too late. Can you take that risk?”

“And if ... if everything you’re telling me is true? What then?”

“Then I’ll likely be dead by morning. I’ve kept myself off the grid for years, making sure they had no way to find me but then you put me back in the system. And now you’re the only person who can do anything about that.”

“What exactly do you suggest I do?”

“Let me go.”

Wyler almost laughed as felt his patience finally snap. The pretence had been abandoned. This was where it had been heading all along: a desperate attempt by the kid to get himself cut loose. Did he really think he could draw Wyler into his deranged hero fantasy? “Kid, this is the truth: you’re a third-rate terrorist with a hero complex. Nothing more. I’m sorry your mom told you that you were going to be someone special and—guess what—you’re not. I’m sorry life didn’t work out for you but you get the same deal as the rest of us. You pay your dues just like everyone else.”

The kid looked like he had something to say. Wyler cut in before he had a chance. “Now, I’m going to give you a hot minute to get your shit straight and when I come back you’re gonna tell me the truth—the real truth—otherwise I can’t help you.”

Wyler stood up. The kid watched him. “Detective? I’ve already told you the truth. And I know you believe me.”

Wyler left the room without even looking at the kid.

He stood in the corridor, his back to the kid on the other side of the mirrored glass. His head pounded. He wanted to it off and hurl it against the nearest wall. What the kid had told him was obviously made up; none of it made sense. It was bullshit. Why the fuck did he believe every word then? What was the good in being able to read people, to pull away the mask, if they could spin you five different kinds of crap and you’d still swallow it.

The night had been way too long and he had gotten nowhere. The best they could pin on the kid was trespassing. Everything else was circumstantial, which wasn’t good enough for Wyler. He didn’t plan to walk away from CyTech without having the truth in his back pocket.

It was simple, right? Either the kid was lying. Or he wasn’t. If he wasn’t ...

Wyler felt tired. He was pissed off. He needed time to process. He needed caffeine. Lots of it.

He began slumping his way back up the corridor and saw Ashford coming towards him, heading down from the office and looking about as lacking in good humour as Wyler currently felt.

“Any wins?” Wyler asked as they neared each other.

Ashford shook his head. “No.”

“How about a match on the kid’s prints?”

Ashford placed his hand on Wyler’s shoulder. The touch of it buzzed against Wyler’s over-stretched nerves. “No. He’s no one.”

The disappointment almost crushed Wyler. He had been holding out for an ID, maybe even some priors. It was his best chance of wrapping up this case and putting a stamp on it. Without a record to hold over him, the kid could keep spinning any story he liked. “DNA?”

Ashford shook his head and continued down the corridor, leaving Wyler to stew in his frustration. Then, in the darkness he realised there was one spark left.

“Hey, what about the witness? Maybe I’ll take a crack at him.”

Wyler swung left, abandoning the idea of coffee in favour of maybe getting something better: something that might straighten this whole mess. The maintenance worker who had conveniently happened to spot the kid on the grounds of the CyTech complex should still be sitting in the other interview room. The story they had been given at the start still sounded too easy for Wyler’s liking, but given the way his night was going maybe easy was better. Maybe the case wasn’t as twisted as he was starting to think. If it really was nothing more than a deluded kid who got caught in the act then all he needed to do was work out if the witness was telling the truth. Then: case closed.

Wyler continued down the corridor, too distracted by his own thoughts to register that the lights were off. It was night and half the place had shut down anyway. The warning in his head only began to sound when he realised he could barely see the witness through the polarised glass of the interview room.

He opened the door and reached for the light switch.

The body was slumped over the table, hands hanging limply down, free of the cuffs that had bound the kid to his chair. A dark stain spread over the back of the man’s shirt, blood pooling across the table. A slow, sticky, drip, drip, drip sound hung in the silence.

Wyler took a step forward, compelled to turn the body over and see the face even though he already knew what he would see. He recognised the shirt. The hair.

It was Ashford.

A rush of abstract ideas violently connected together, threatening to overwhelm Wyler. He reached for the wall to steady himself. Ashford being dead had to mean that at least some part of what the kid had been saying was the truth. The witness was part of it in some way. 

sent to find the kid?

Wyler kicked himself: he had known all along there was something wrong with the man. And—

but he had just seen Ashford?

He had ignored it, just as he had tried to ignore the way he could tell that the kid was telling the truth. There was something bigger here that

(it can change shape—the killer can change shape)

he was barely on the periphery of; something he could barely understand. The kid knew more than he had told him and—the kid was in danger!

Wyler staggered from the room and immediately stopped. The figure standing before him looked familiar, yet strangely wrong. It was a face that brought death, a face Wyler couldn’t tear himself away from. As he felt cold steel slicing into his guts, warm blood unleashed, and realised that the kid was probably already dead—that he, Wyler, had failed—he worked out what it was.

It was the face he saw in the mirror every day—it was his face—except this time it wasn’t a reflection. He wasn’t looking at himself. He was looking at someone pretending to be him.

Wyler fell to the floor understanding that the future was coming, just like the kid had said, and perhaps it was just as well neither of them would live to see it.
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“I’m telling you, this a bad idea,” Mike said, leaning woozily against the cliff face as the path narrowed yet again at his feet.

“You always say that,” Riley said, laughing, from several meters further ahead. “You always say it’s a bad idea.”

“The paranoid parrot strikes again,” Sam said from behind, keeping close to Mike so he could grab his friend in case he slipped—or maybe it was the other way around. “And yet, here you are. Anyway, don’t worry, if we all die I’m sure my Dad will pay for a really nice funeral for us all.”

“He’ll have to notice you’re dead first,” Mike replied.

“Ouch,” Sam said. “Look, I’m sure someone will send him a memo.”

“Anyway, who else is going to keep you two out of trouble?” Mike said, trying to sound grumpy about it all but genuinely grateful for any distraction from their likely and imminent death.

The three friends continued to shuffle their way along the rough path that led down the cliff. Twenty metres below their feet the sea thrashed against cold, hard rock. Somewhere high above their heads was the safety of the cliff top and dry land that they had left behind. Ahead of them—if they made it—the Cave.

Riley had discovered the path last summer and, of course, had been the first to try it out, scrambling down the rough series of ledges that led directly into the Cave’s mouth. He had declared it to be their den, except that he was the only one brave enough—or foolhardy enough—to make the descent. Only once had he persuaded someone else, Sam, to visit the Cave with him. They had travelled down together, stayed long enough to realise that an empty cave wasn’t a whole lot of fun, and had made their way back up again. Despite everything, Riley had continued to put his heart and soul into persuading Mike to visit the Cave with him. It had become a personal challenge for him to break through Mike’s resistance and convince him to make the treacherous climb down to the Cave; a journey Mike had never shown the slightest interest in attempting.

Until now.

“I tell you—there was lightning in the cave,” Sam had told them at school that morning. “I saw it last night.”

“My money’s on a dude with a flashlight,” Mike replied.

Sam shook his head. “Don’t you think I can’t tell the difference between a flashlight and lightning?”

Riley’s mind began working. “Wait. What if it was? Perhaps they were hiding something? Something valuable? We should check it out!”

Deke, who had been half listening in while thumbing away at his Game And Watch, tutted in their general direction. “Okay, listen. Don’t be ignorant: you can’t get lightning in a cave. It’s atmospheric. Maybe what you saw down there was some other kind of electrical discharge. What’s down there?”

“Rocks,” Sam replied.

Deke scowled, but Riley was already beaming. Deke was the smartest one in their group—he was basically already a scientist—and he was as good as telling them that there was definitely something weird in that cave. Something that required investigation. “You should totally come with us: check it out!”

“Uh, no way,” Deke looked terrified. “I’m not going down there. You’d have to be crazy to go down there. You go.”

Riley looked at Mike, pleading in his eyes.

Mike frowned and turned to Sam. “Are you sure you saw something in the cave? What if it was .... I don’t know, a reflection off the sea. The moon, perhaps?”

Sam was too excited by his discovery to be deflated by Mike’s scepticism. “You think I was high? I’m telling you, whatever it was, it was coming from inside the cave. I saw it! With these eyes right here.” Sam helpfully pointed two fingers in the direction of his face.

“We have to check it out now,” Riley said to Mike. “He saw it with his eyes, you heard him.”

Mike sighed. Sam was known for his pranks, but this time he sounded on the level. And it also sounded like trouble. There was no question that Riley would go on his own if he had to, and that Sam would probably follow—which meant that whatever was going on, it needed to be a team thing. “Fine, yeah, let’s check it out after school.”

Deke shook his head. “You’re all crazy. Make sure you tell me what you find after you all fall to your deaths.”

Halfway down to the Cave and Mike was thinking that Deke wasn’t too far off the mark. The wind coming off the sea whipped across their faces, threatening to curl itself around them and pluck them from the cliff face. Gasps of sea spray spattered the rock making every handhold treacherous. The only blessing was that the ledge was wide enough for them to keep both feet on a solid surface—mostly—and the cliff’s rough and jagged sides offered plentiful handholds.

“Okay, grab up here on the left, then step over here,” Riley guided him as they went. Mike began to wonder how many times Riley had been down to the Cave; it seemed like it might be more than the two times he had admitted to. “We’re nearly there. Just over this bit and—”

Riley stepped across a gap in the walkway and disappeared. Mike’s heart clenched painfully and he looked down to the wild, thrashing water below, before realising that his friend had simply side-stepped into the Cave. He dodged the same gap and followed Riley inside, Sam close behind.

“Holy shit ...” Riley gasped.

Mike had never been into the cave before but he knew right away that whatever he was seeing wasn’t normal, and it wasn’t anything close to what Riley might have seen before. The place had been wrecked, the ground strewn with rubble, massive chunks of rock scooped from the walls—and scooped seemed to be the right word: there was a concave hollow dug into one wall, the surface absurdly smooth as if someone had simply taken an ice scream scoop the size of a truck and spooned away a giant serving of rock. All around them the inside of the cave was fractured and broken, the remnants piled up ahead of them and blocking any further passage inside.

“Is this ...?” Mike began.

“No, man. It’s all broken. It’s ruined!” Riley answered mournfully.

“Hey. Come here! Check this out!” Sam called out. While Riley and Mike had been gawping, he had somehow managed to clamber over a section of the rubble to investigate the area of the cave opposite the giant ice cream scoop. “Oh, Jesus.”

He pointed to something in the rock. Mike and Riley rushed to joined him and stopped, staring at Sam’s discovery.

“Is that a ... is that a man in there?” Riley asked. He reached out. Mike stopped him, grabbing his hand and pulling it away.

Mike stepped forward to take a closer look, being careful not to touch anything. A large chunk of rock lay against the wall, cleanly sliced from the wall of the cave. Embedded in the rock was ... half of a face. The other half seemed to have melted away but there was no blood. The stone around it shone darkly, a peculiarly smooth and metallic sheen to its surface. Mike let his eyes travel down, to where the rest of the body should have been. There was a right shoulder, then a twisted mass of ... something where the arm would normally be. No blood. No arm. It made no sense: all there was something that looked like rock, flesh and ... maybe metal, all in the same place. The left side of the body was entirely missing.

“We have to get him out,” Riley said, and brought a piece of rock down on the tomb.

“NO!” Mike shouted, only for his warning to be buried in the crush and roar of falling rock. He jumped back, grabbing Sam as the cave mouth filled with dust. A scattering of shingle and fist sized rocks fell from the damaged walls and then the cave was silent once again. Too silent. Mike peered into mottled darkness, his eyes stinging from the dust. “Riley? Riley!”

Somewhere on the other side of the rubble, Riley sat on his butt, both scared and thrilled. A day where they almost died and made it out was always a good day in his book. The exhilaration evaporated when he heard Mike’s voice calling out through the throbbing din in his ears. What if Mike was hurt? A desperate fear enveloped him at the thought that he might have killed Mike just because he hadn’t stopped to think. That was exactly why they needed Mike.

He scrabbled around, panicking. His fear rose at the sight of a hand sticking up from the rock. He grabbed it. The hand twitched and dug into him. “Mike, I’m here. It’s gonna be ok. Mike?”

There was no reply but the hand squeezed, tightening its grip on Riley. A strange burning sharpness came from it, like fire ants nibbling at his flesh.

“Riley!” Mike’s voice shouted out. Seconds later he emerged, unharmed, from the dust. Riley stared up at his friend’s outstretched hand in confusion before letting go of whatever it was he had grabbed and scrambling away with a shudder, too creeped out to tell Mike anything about it.

* * *
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“You found a man in there?” Deke asked between mouthfuls of his polony sandwich. “Like: alive? Did you rescue him?”

Sam waved across the crowded canteen table for Mike to come and join them. “Tell him, Mike, tell him about the man in the cave.”

Mike felt a sinking sensation, worried about how many other people Sam might end up telling about the cave. Admittedly, Deke already knew about it but the place was clearly dangerous and he didn’t want to spike anyone else’s curiosity. “I don’t know what we saw, Sam. It was probably just an old statue buried in the rock. All I know is that we almost died and there’s no way we’re going back down there.”

“Was he, like, buried under the rubble?” Deke asked, ignoring Mike in his excitement.

“No, it was freakish, he was ... he was ...” Sam trailed off, unable to describe what they had seen.

“What are you talking about?” said a girl’s voice said. Then: “Hey, Mike.”

Mike turned around to see Deb smiling at him. She wore her hair tied up in a messy ribbon and had slung as many bangles as she could afford along her wrist. She looked like that new singer everyone was talking about. The one whose name Mike could never remember.

“Hey Deb,” Deke said with a lovelorn grin. 

Deb smiled flatly at him and turned her attention back to Mike. “So, there’s a roller disco on Friday. Are you g—”

“Excuse me,” Mike said and walked away, cutting Deb off. He had been too distracted by almost dying the night before to realise that something was missing. Now it had come to him. Why wasn’t Riley here telling everyone tales of their near-death experience? Come to think of it, where was Riley, period? Mike couldn’t recall having seen him all morning. He was often late to school but late to lunch was another matter entirely. Mike scanned the canteen, checking all the faces but mostly listening for the boisterous tone of Riley’s voice.

“Deke, have you seen Riley today?”

“Nuh-uh,” Deke said swallowing the rest of his lunch before getting up and leaving the canteen.

“What about you, Sam?”

Sam shook his head.

Mike continued staring across the canteen, fighting the sense that they had all made a terrible mistake going down to the Cave last night.

* * *
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Deke hurried down the corridor to the workshop, his thoughts about how to get Debbie to talk to him one day effortlessly pushed aside by an internal debate over what the next steps of his project should be. If he was lucky, he’d still have twenty minutes before afternoon classes; most days he’d have longer but he had allowed himself to get drawn into Sam’s chatter about the cave. That wasn’t going to get his project finished.

He had been putting together a two-way radio, and as soon as he got the basics laid out he was going to make it powerful enough to talk to the other side of the country. Or the world. Or, perhaps, even space. All he needed was a prototype. And some of Sam’s money. That was the key. Except not in that order. Once he had a working model he was certain he could persuade Sam to invest. Or maybe his father, if Sam didn’t have any of that family money yet.

He was so completely lost in his thoughts that when Riley spoke to him from the shadows it elicited a high-pitched shriek that, on any other occasion, would have prompted Riley to keel over with laughter and threaten to tell Debbie all about it in agonising detail.

But Riley didn’t laugh. He had other things on his mind.

* * *
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After the near miss in the Cave he had returned home. The usual desire to talk big to someone—anyone—about their adventure had evaporated in the mire of something new: he had thought Mike was dead. For just a moment, when he had heard Mike screaming his name, and had seen the hand sticking out of the rubble, he had known that Mike had been crushed beneath the rock. He had been certain that he was gone. It might have only been seconds before he realised he was wrong—seeing a very-much-alive Mike coming to find him—but those seconds had been consumed by an emptiness he could barely process.

Also his hand hurt like shit. His palm had been itching all the way back from the cliff. That had eventually faded into a dull ache which, in turn, had developed into a deep pain as if his palm had been sliced clean through. The pain had spent the rest of the evening creeping up his arm, delivering a stabbing headache along with dreams filled with voices that seemed almost real. More than once he had woken up, turned on his light and studied the darker corners of his room, convinced that someone would be standing there speaking to him.

When he finally woke up for good the next morning, the pain had reduced to something far more unsettling: a distant numbness, as if his hand were wrapped in a thick glove. Even the skin felt different as he rubbed it, trying to get the sleeping flesh to wake up. Harder. Cold.

He got up and went to the window, pulling aside the curtain to let the late morning light in, and nearly cried out. A silvery sheen was visible across the back of his hand, a little like fish skin. It was as though his hand had been sprayed with a light coat of silver, except whatever it was didn’t stop at the skin. It was beneath the surface too. Riley could feel something burrowing into his flesh. Into his thoughts.

Whispers kept rising in his head. Indeterminate sounds that didn’t belong in his own mind but couldn’t come from anywhere else. He thought of Mike—Mike could help him—before remembering there was someone more qualified.

“I think the hand ... it made me sick,” he told Deke.

Deke stared at Riley’s hand, keeping his own fingers well away from it. “An infection,” he said.

“Am I sick?”

“I’m not a doctor,” Deke replied as he got up to grab something from a nearby bench. He returned with a small torch which he shone against Riley’s hand. The surface glittered brightly in the way that human flesh doesn’t. Then he grabbed a plastic pen and prodded the skin with the blunt end. It was hard and unyielding at first, before softening like butter left out of the fridge.

Deke’s mind raced ahead of itself, to places where he could barely follow. Technology. Infection. Transformation. He envisaged tiny machines, no larger than bacteria, augmenting the human body. Making it stronger, better, faster—just like the six million dollar man!

“I need a sample,” Deke said. “Can you get me the hand? The one you touched?”

“Can you make me better?” Riley asked in an oddly flat voice.

Deke looked up, finally seeing the desperation in Riley’s eyes as well as something else: a cold determination that threatened violence, or worse, if Deke couldn’t come up with the goods.

“Uh, s-sure, Riley. We’ll figure it out but I-I need a sample first so we know what this is.”

The truth was, Deke didn’t have a clue how to cure his friend. His head was filled with dreams of using his brains and Jack’s money to change the world, a world now filled with tiny machines that could repair bodies and turn them into something better. But what could he do about Riley? They needed to know what it was, what was in him, and to do that he needed to study it. Then—then they could go to a hospital and get Riley fixed. Yes, that was the answer: it was all worked out.

Deke looked gravely at Riley. “You need to go back down to the Cave.”

* * *
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As evening fell over them, Sam looked across the road to Riley’s house, realising he had never been there before. Not once. It simply wasn’t an option that had ever been floated in their limited, yet endlessly adaptable list of places to go. It was a given that Sam’s house was the preferred venue for killing time—when his Dad wasn’t working at home, that was. Otherwise there was the mall, the park—the arcade if they had money to waste. They weren’t short of places to hang out. Riley’s house was never even considered. 

Now Sam wondered whether Mike had been there before or not. He obviously knew where to find it but they were currently stuck on the other side of the road, as Mike considered what to do next.

“I need your help,” Mike had asked him between afternoon classes.

“Financial, ethical or practical?” Sam had automatically quipped.

“What?” Mike frowned at him. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen Riley all day. I need to go check on him after school.”

“And you want me to take time out from my busy evening schedule of shutting the fuck up while my Dad’s on the phone making another business call?”

“Sam! I’m serious here!”

“Of course, of course. Count me in. Whatever you need.”

And here they were. Almost. Sam stared up and down the street, fascinated. It was a different world from the gated community where he lived. Dead leaves littered the pavement. The parked cars looked like they were one service away from the scrapheap. The paint on the houses peeled and flaked, exposing the underlying wood to the elements. There was a sense of desolation but—also—something else.

Life.

Everything here was worn down by the lack of money—funds diverted towards necessities like buying food and paying the rent—but it was worlds away from the trimmed and sterile surroundings that Sam had grown up in, where everything had to be just perfect and money was no limit. This place showed the natural order of things. Civilization and nature at odds, always at the boundary of a truce, until one slipped past the other.

“We can’t let Riley’s Dad see us. He’s crazy.” Mike pointed over the road to a bearded man in overalls sitting in the front porch of Riley’s house.

“Crazy? Like Jason Vorhees crazy? Like he’s going to get a shotgun if he sees us?”

Mike sighed. “Close enough. He just doesn’t like ... people going to the house. Last time he caught me there he, uh ... well, I don’t want to be caught there again.”

Sam nodded and smiled, finally realising why he had been brought along for this expedition. Mike was clearly deeply intimidated by Riley’s Dad but it had never crossed his mind not to go and check that his friend was ok. Riley’s Dad was simply another challenge to tackle on the way, not an excuse to give up.

“So, that’s Riley’s Dad, huh?” Sam asked, realising he had never seen Riley’s parents either. He had gotten so used to it that he had almost forgotten that Riley would even have parents. “What about his Mum?”

“Out of the picture.”

Sam nodded and watched Riley’s Dad take a swig of store-brand beer from a can and then belch. “Hey, that’s great. Perfect. You realise that means your Mum and Riley’s Dad can hook up, right?”

Mike turned to look at Sam, his eyes comedically wide with horror. “What’s wrong with you, dude?”

Sam shrugged. “I don’t know. Pretty sure it’s genetic. So, come on then, what’s the plan here? You gonna talk to Riley or am I going to get his dad’s phone number for your Mom?”

Mike grinned, the light of inspiration shining in his eyes. “That’s it.”

“I don’t like this plan. Whatever it is I already don’t like it.”

“You go out there and distract Riley’s Dad, then I can get around the back of the house and see if he’s in his room.”

“Distract him? What with? Interpretative dance?”

Mike reached over and patted Sam reassuringly on the shoulder. “I have no idea but if there’s one thing I do know it’s that you’ll come up with something. Now get to it.”

Sam sighed and stood up, circling across the road away from Riley’s house to keep out of sight before turning and heading directly for it. Riley's Dad gave him a sour, warning look as he crossed the fence line and strolled up the porch, a bright smile on his face.

“Good evening, sir—and what a lovely evening for sitting out and enjoying the ambience if I may say so.”

Riley’s Dad looked at him and said nothing.

“Right, I’m glad you agree, sir. Now, I don’t want to interrupt your evening any more than I have to but unfortunately you know what it’s like. One minute you’re slacking on your homework and the next you’re booted out of school with your only prospect a life of—” Sam paused, looking at Riley’s Dad. “Uh, a life of saying yes to the man, and none of us like doing that, am I right?”

“You make a habit of disrupting the quiet time of law abiding citizens do you?” Riley’s Dad asked, his voice a soft, throaty growl with more than a hint of danger behind it.

“Not when I can avoid it,” Sam replied, praying that Mike was already at the back of the house and doing whatever he needed to do. “So, if I can just ask a few questions, I’ll be out of your hair, what’s left of—and, uh, you can enjoy what’s left of your evening in peace and quiet. Sound good? Good. Okay.”

Riley’s Dad remained silent, his eyes locked on Sam.

“Now, the first question on my survey is ... uh, what is your favourite colour?”

“Red. Like blood.”

“Very good,” Sam replied, praying desperately that Riley’s Dad wouldn’t think to question his lack of either a pen or a notebook to write the answers down.

“Next question. The next question is ... what is your favourite TV show?”

“Don’t own a TV.”

“Right. We can skip that one. And we’re almost done.” Sam paused, hearing what sounded like raised voices coming from somewhere close by. Riley’s Dad’s eyes narrowed. Sam spoke loudly: “Ok, another question. It’s um, the five-minute warning, the bombs are flying: what three things do you grab?”

“What kind of a fuckass—” Riley’s Dad began, before a crash and slam of breaking glass came from the back of the house. He shot out of his chair. “The fuck goddammit?!”

Sam was already running around to the back of the house where he found Mike laying on the grass. The bushes nearby rustled and swayed in the wake of someone running away. Sam’s eyes flicked up to the broken window and he saw what had happened, even though it didn’t make sense: Mike had somehow been hurled through the window and onto the grass.

Sam reached down to cradle Mike’s head, barely managing to croak out a rudimentary “Are you ok?” before his friend’s eyes closed and he passed out.

* * *
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Riley staggered into the Cave barely aware that he had made the trip across the cliff face once again. The sun had fallen from the sky and everything was shrouded in darkness, including his mind. Everything leading up to this moment was a terrible blur of haunting echoes. He had returned home after talking to Deke at the school, thinking about the cliff, praying for the voices in his head to quieten down first. He had stolen some Advil from his Dad’s closet but it hadn’t helped. Constantly, in the background, the whispers, the sense that there was something urging him on. Barely even a voice. A compulsion. But it was there: something had been whispering in his ear all day long.

Then: Mike.

Oh shit. What had he done to Mike?

He couldn’t bear to think about what he had done. It hadn’t been him—it couldn’t—something had made him do it.

Mike had come to see him and, for a moment, everything had been better. Until it wasn’t. He couldn’t work out what had gone wrong. Mike had been talking, asking him how he was. Riley had been trying to tell him, but there was so much noise and confusion. Until one voice had risen above all the others. The voice telling him to hurt Mike. To make him shut up and go away.

Was Mike hurt bad? Was he even still alive?

Riley had run away in a panic, ending up at the cliff edge. Maybe his only chance to get better was to do exactly what Deke said: to get a sample of whatever it was that was making him sick.

Could he still make it down there? He could barely think with the voices in his head.

In the end it had been easy. Riley had never feared the cliff; the danger had always brought exhilaration. The chance of missing a step. The threat that the wind could pluck you away on a whim. Or that the sea spray might have made the next step too wet for his shoes to grip.

There had been none of that this time. The route had laid itself out, step by step, and he had simply followed, knowing at each point where the safest foothold was, where the best grip could be found, his balance never in question.

The Cave looked to be in even greater disarray than before. Rubble lay everywhere, in stark contrast to the unnaturally smooth curve of the walls. The dust had settled, weighted down by the salt water in the air, layering itself in a grey, muddy sheen over the fallen rocks. Riley took a few steps inside, wondering how he was supposed to retrieve the sample that Deke had demanded. Should he find the hand and bring that back? Perhaps he could chip something away from elsewhere in the rock? Part of the half-face they had found?

Then, as if the decision had been there all along, it became clear to him. He knew exactly where to go. The process was incomplete. He had no idea what the process was, but the whispering understood and it knew what needed to be done. He went to the far side of the Cave and effortlessly lifted away chunks of broken rock until he found what he needed.

It had fallen away from the rest of the wall, but the coffin sized boulder with the half-man embedded in it was still there. Riley stretched out his hand. Fine silvery tendrils floated from his fingertips, writhing and searching until they made contact with the entombed face, burrowing into its single eye, into whatever cavities could be found in its unnatural flesh.

And as the part of Riley that was grossed out by the whole thing slowly went to sleep and succumbed to darkness, the newer part of him remembered its purpose. Its mission.

To kill.

* * *
[image: image]


Sam stared out from the school gates, squinting in the morning sun. Students trickled in past him, some nodding a curious hello, most ignoring him completely, lost in whatever sounds their Walkmans were pouring into their ears.

“Still no sign of Riley?” Deke asked beside him.

Sam shook his head.

“Where did he go after the—after ... last night?”

“No idea—I mean: I didn’t see him. He was already gone.”

The haze of the night before had consumed Sam’s morning. He had hardly slept. In some ways it had been a welcome break from the typical mundanities of his usual morning: Dad on the phone already, making deals in between swigs of coffee before he even left the house; Mum stressing about whatever the latest scare on the news was, or whether his brother had bothered to come home the night before.

Just keep walking ...

That was the thought that played through Sam’s head almost every day as he walked to school. He could just keep walking forever and see where he ended up. Find another life. Away from his father who was never there; devoted to his business and his phone. Away from his brother, who seemed determined to make everyone’s lives a misery on the occasions when he was actually there. From his Mom, who did her best, but had nothing left but Sam’s life to micromanage.

One day.

But not today.

Today he was needed. Today he—

“What are we talking about now?” a new voice interrupted. “The latest—I don’t know what—Transformer or something?” 

Sam looked up to see that Deb had gravitated over to them. He was too exhausted to even try a witty retort.

“Mike was in an accident yesterday.”

Deb kept a half-smile on her face for a second, unsure whether Sam was yanking her chain or not. Then it dropped away. “You’re serious? What happened? Is he ok?”

“He had a fight with Riley,” Sam said, knowing he was understating things. In his memory he could almost see Mike flying out of that bedroom window, glass shattering around him. “Broke his arm.”

“Riley—what? Aren’t they supposed to be friends?” Deb asked, her face aghast.

“Friends fight ... I guess,” Sam said, trying to make sense of it.

“I don’t think Riley’s coming,” Deke said, stepping away from the school gates with a determined glint in his eye. “We have go see Mike.”

“Ooh, playing hooky? I’m game,” Deb offered.

Sam was almost lost for words at the idea of Deke, of all people, suggesting that they skip school—the only one of them who seemed to thrive on the place. The thought was impossible to process. “Maybe we can get a lunch-pass—”

“Mike’s in danger now!” Deke said, his agitation rising. “We have to warn him!”

“What are you talking about? He’s in hospital, safest place in the world.”

Deke shook his head and began marching away, leaving no room for debate. Deb eagerly followed after and waved to Sam.

“Come on!”

* * *
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“Did I say this was a bad idea yet?” Mike asked, cradling his left arm in spite of the sling already doing that job for him.

“You didn’t need to,” Sam replied.

The four of them—Sam, Mike, Deke and Deb—crouched behind a crash cart in the hospital corridor. As soon as they had found Mike, Deke had convinced them it wasn’t safe to stay in the hospital but had refused to elaborate until they were well away from the building. Mike’s token protest that the doctors wanted to give him the once over before he could be checked out had faded when he realised how genuinely concerned Deke was.

“Alright, let’s go,” Mike whispered, and led them around the crash cart. They had been ready to walk right out of the hospital—then Mike had spotted his doctor; possibly the only person in the building who would realise that Mike wasn’t where he was supposed to be. The man had stopped to share a painfully extended joke with a colleague before finally disappearing down another corridor.

Now they had their chance. The corridor led straight into the foyer and the way out.

“Shit!” Mike hissed, stopping and urging the others back again.

“What?” Sam asked.

Mike pointed ahead. Blocking their way was a uniformed police officer alongside Mrs. Kojanski, the deputy head of their school.

“I’m sure they’re not here for you, Mike,” Deke said unconvincingly.

Sam cuffed Deke lightly around the side of his head. “Even if they’re not, what do you think Mrs K’s gonna do when she sees the four of us here instead of backs-straight sitting-in-class paying-attention-to-the-board?”

“She’d skin us alive, no hesitation,” Deb confirmed.

“Well, it looks like she’s coming this way,” Deke warned.

“Come on!” Mike hurried them back down the corridor. Glancing over his shoulder, he was horrified to see that Deke was right: Mrs K was heading right for the same corridor they were in. Looking frantically for an escape route he spotted the door to the men’s restroom and quickly urged everyone inside. Deb briefly pirouetted, seeing that the door to the women’s toilet was too far away to provide a safe retreat, and followed Mike inside.

“You’re not supposed to be in here!” Deke said to her, genuinely appalled.

“Nerd: there’s no place in the world I want to be in less right now, but this is not the time for gender politics.”

Mike pointed to the cubicles, all conveniently empty. “Inside.”

Sam hurried into the nearest cubicle and locked the door behind him, hearing the others do the same. Moments later came the sound of the restroom door opening. Footsteps heading in. Slow and purposeful. Sam held his breath, convinced Mrs K must have seen them and sent the policeman in to investigate. Then came the sound of urine flowing, water splashing, hands being dried. Sam sighed with relief when the door opened and closed again and the room was, once again, silent. 

He heard the sound of the neighbouring cubicle door being opened and rejoined the others. The four of them huddled together while Mike told them the next step in their audacious escape attempt: “Alright, this time we’re just going to walk right out of here and out of the hospital. Ready?”

The four nodded and followed Mike through the door.

* * *
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The mall stood, all cream and neon. Chrome and tile. Noise and comfort.

Sam followed Mike and the others inside, each swept up in their own private thrall to the place. It was the promise—the promise of distraction, the promise of reward, the promise of one day having money for all of the things. After their hair-raising escape from the hospital, and the drama of the night before, it was a welcome escape from the troubles of the real world.

“One day these places won’t exist,” Deke said, puncturing the moment.

“What? What do you mean?” Deb asked, audibly anxious at the thought of it all going away.

Deke grinned. “One day we’ll use computers to do everything. We won’t need to leave the house. We’ll order everything from home and have it delivered to us.”

“How is that a good thing?” Deb asked.

“How is it not?” Deke replied.

“What about the businesses?” Sam asked, his voice heavy. He didn’t want to be the one thinking about business but he could already see his future hanging over him. As much as he tried to ignore it or avoid it, his whole life was already laid out. Once school was done with, and he had completed the requisite major, his father would finally take him under his wing and teach him the way of money and how to extract it from others. Nothing else would matter. It was exactly what Deke was telling them: the future would happen no matter how much damage it did or how much you resisted it. There would come a time in his life when money was the only fuel, the only thing moving him forward. Unless, of course, everything ended before then.

“Hey, you all see that film last year? The Day After?” he asked. “None of this is going to be here after all that happens anyway. May as well enjoy it while it lasts.”

Deb groaned. “Ugh, you boys, always so heavy and serious, thinking you have the world sitting on your shoulders. Get a grip on yourselves. It’s us women who’ll be in charge in the future. Get used to it.”

“I’m not doing what a girl tells me to do!” Deke protested, glancing at Mike and Sam for validation.

Deb stopped and glared at him, a look of ice and fire. Deke swallowed, his defiant expression collapsing in a nanosecond. “Sure, Deb, whatever you say.”

Mike, who had been silent for the discussion, guided them to a table on the outskirts of the food court. “Okay, let’s hear it: what’s happening to Riley?”

Deke sat down, glancing longingly at the nearby Arby’s stand and wondering if anyone had brought any cash.

“Deke!” Mike nudged him.

“Yes, yes. You see, he came to see me yesterday—Riley—at the workshop. He was, uh, scared, I guess. I’ve never seen him scared before.”

“He came to see you?” Mike said, surprised.

“What was he scared about,” Sam asked.

“There was, um, he had some sort of infection.”

“Infection? What? Like AIDS?”

“What? No—Jesus! It’s not like that: it’s not like anything we’ve seen before. It was—I’ve been thinking about it and, you see, we’re organic, so things that infect us are also organic, but really most organisms are just like tiny machines, cells are just a kind of building block.”

“Is he making sense to any of you?” Sam asked.

Mike thought about the man—or whatever it was—that they had found in the Cave. Shattered, broken in a way that no human should be broken. The silvery sheen that had crept across the corpse’s skin ... if it even was skin. “A machine ...?” he whispered.

“Riley is turning into a machine?” Deb had lost her derisive exterior and was fully caught up in what Deke was telling them.

“Exactly!” Deke fist bumped the table. “People talk all the time about cyborgs—people that are part machine—I think that’s what’s happening to Riley.”

“A virus, but made of ... tiny machines inside of him?” Deb asked.

Deke looked at her, re-evaluating her suddenly. “Yes, that’s exactly it. Replicating inside Riley’s organic cells. Turning them into—.”

“That’s all very good, Deke, but what does it mean?” Mike said, interrupting Deke’s reverie. “Why did he attack me.”

Deke glanced around the table, thrilled and terrified to be the centre of attention for a change. “You see, machines—I mean, computers, at least—we program them. It takes hours, but it’s simple: the computer either does what it’s told to do or the program fails. There’s no in between. I expect you got in the way of whatever this machine—uh, Riley, I mean—is now programmed to do.”

Sam leaned forward. “Listen, far be it from me to be the voice of reason here but we all know Riley. He’s always been a little ... well, you know, a little off. Maybe—?”

“No.” Mike shook his head. “Not like that. Not ... not with me. This was different. This wasn’t Riley.”

Sam nodded, figuring it was worth putting out there at least.

“So, is he going to try and kill us all?” Deb asked, looking at least a bit ready for the fight.

“Deke?” Mike asked.

Deke shrugged. “Asimov’s laws of robotics forbid a robot from harming a human, but—”

“That’s fiction,” Sam pointed out.

“Exactly,” Deke continued. “A computer—a robot—will do whatever it’s programmed to do, and it won’t stop until it’s fulfilled that program. It’s not like a person: it can’t be bargained with; it won’t listen to reason. It can only be turned off or ... I guess, reprogrammed.”

“Then we reprogram him,” Mike said simply. “Deke, work it out.”

“Oh, sure,” Deke said, looking less than certain.

“And what do us dumb schmucks do in the meantime?” Sam asked.

“We have to work out what it’s—what Riley’s new program is,” Deke said.

“Why do we need to do that?” Deb asked.

“Because then we might be able to work out where he’s going to be. We can’t reprogram him unless we’re wherever he is.”

Deb straightened up suddenly. “Oh! I don’t think that’s going to be a problem!”

She pointed past Mike. All eyes turned to see Riley at the far side of the mall, face like a mask, marching towards them, his eyes locked on Mike.

Sam rose from his chair, suddenly determined to protect Mike no matter what. His guilt about what had happened the previous evening remained loud and clear in his mind.

“Go on!” he shouted back to the others. “Get out of here!”

Mike leapt to Riley’s side. “But—”

Sam cut him off. “Forget it, like you said: it’s not Riley. Look at him!”

Mike watched his old friend approach. Slow. Unhurried, full of menace. A terrible blankness in his eyes. Sam was right: Riley always had something going on there—mischief, anger, confusion. His eyes constantly betrayed what was on his mind. Now that window had been closed. There was nothing there anymore.

Mike forced himself to look away.

“Go on,” Sam shouted again. “I’ll hold him off.”

Deb pulled at Mike’s arm. “Come with me. I know a way out of here.”

Mike continued to hesitate until Sam shoved him towards Deb. Reaching down, Sam grabbed a chair and threw it at Riley. The food court erupted in shouts and cries of rising panic. Riley caught the chair effortlessly and threw it back at Sam, who ducked and tried to ignore the sounds of pain and alarm coming from the table behind him.

Mike followed Deb—who appeared to be leading him and Deke towards the arcade that opened out onto the food court. He turned around long enough to see Riley look straight at him before being dragged to the ground by Sam. Then he lost sight of both of them.

“In here!” Deb urged, dragging them into the maelstrom of light and sound. The air was thick with the heady aroma of fresh teen sweat mingled with fast food.

“Where are we going?” Mike shouted.

“I know a back way out,” Deb replied, hurrying past the ranks of machines.

“What?” Mike shouted again, barely able to hear her over the din. Everything seemed to be falling apart and falling on top of him. The noise of the arcade was overwhelming—it seemed to disappear entirely into the background when you were lost in a game but now it sounded like it was trying to rip his brain out of its skull and shred it to pieces. And something else was wrong. Deke wasn’t with them. He had stopped a little way back, in the middle of the arcade, looking around at the machines in wonder.

Mike ran back to him. “When we get out of this you can have all the time you want for games. But right now we—”

“What?” Deke said, cupping his ear.

“I said—”

Deke placed a hand on his chest and shook his head. “Forget it, I don’t want to play anything. I’ve got an idea. Come on, we need to get to the school!”

Deke hurried off to find Deb, leaving Mike to bring up the rear. He stole one last glance towards the food court. People were running, security guards were on the scene now, but there was no sign of Riley. Leave them, he told himself: his priority now was to get Deb and Deke to safety.

He ran to join them, pushing them all through the back door before he could change his mind.

* * *
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They took the long way back to school, worried that Riley could be following them; hoping that Sam might still catch them up. They saw no sign of either. 

After making sure that school had emptied out for the day, Deke led them inside and through to the workshop. He held up a key with a combination of pride and embarrassment: “Mr Carpenter said I could let myself in any time. I don’t think he’s supposed to do that, but he’s as excited about the radio project as I am.”

Deke opened the door and led Mike and Deb inside. Deb looked around as if she had entered a different world. “I’m sure this is very exciting for you, Deke, but you think you can share the plan?”

“Interference,” Deke replied simply.

“What do you mean?” Mike asked.

“Back in the arcade, all those lights and noise, I could barely hear what you were saying. If I’m right about Riley’s infection then he must be getting some sort of ... command—a signal—even if it’s just internal. If we can disrupt that signal maybe we can get the real Riley back.”

“And if we can’t?”

“Then I suppose it’s Plan B,” Deke replied.

“Which is ...?” Deb asked.

“Let me worry about Plan A first?”

Mike stepped forward. “Fine. What can we do.”

Deke chuckled. “It’ll easier if you just stay out of the way. And make sure Riley doesn’t show up too early. Give me thirty minutes.”

* * *
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“I only come up here to smoke,” Deb said, leading Mike through the service door that led to the roof of the school. She waited for Mike to follow her, watching his reaction.

“You smoke?” he asked.

“That’s what I said, didn’t I?”

Mike scanned the roof. “Have you ever been caught?”

Deb closed the door behind him. “Never. This door’s the only way up to the roof. I can always hear if someone’s coming.”

Mike lingered by the door, still assessing his anxiety. Was he really bothered about trespassing into forbidden areas of the school? Or did it all centre around Riley? Or was there something else?

“Do you have any cigarettes now?” Mike asked.

Deb looked surprised. “No. Dropped them in the mall. You don’t want to start that anyway: shit’ll kill you.”

“We might die anyway tonight?”

Deb looked almost thrilled by the prospect. Mike could see something of Riley in her. He wasn’t sure if he liked it. He walked away from her, exploring the edges of the roof. “Can we see the whole school from here.”

Deb joined him at the edge, looking down. “Most of the outside.” She pointed down. “Main entrance. Carpark. The courtyard is behind us. Playing fields are over there. “She pointed over Mike’s shoulder, to the right, brushing him as she withdrew her arm. She pointed to the opposite side of the roof, behind them. “Sixth street over the back there. The bad side of town right?”

Mike realised she was testing him, talking about the part of town where she and Riley lived. “We don’t get to choose where we live. We just have to deal with it,” he said.

Deb blinked and looked down. “You know ... sometimes I think about jumping.”

“Why would you do that?”

Deb shrugged. “It’d get me noticed, right?”

“Is that what you want,” Mike asked, puzzled. “I think everyone in school already knows who you are.”

Deb waved a hand, gesturing to herself—her clothes, her make-up. “They know this. Doesn’t mean they like it. Doesn’t mean they know me. It’s just a ... a shell.”

Deb moved away from the edge, slumping by the curved edge of an air-con unit. Mike stared at her, trying to piece together the mystery from the pieces she was showing him. He had never tried to be anyone else—had never needed to—but he was starting to see the pain and effort all his friends endured in order to belong, the way they each had to pretend to be something different just to fit in.

He walked over to sit by her. “When my Dad died I thought I was going to have to pretend, you know, that I was brave—just like everyone says. ‘Oh, he’s so brave, he’s dealing with it so well.’ No tears. Nothing like that. But my Mum, she told us we were going to accept the grief because it was the only way to move past it. We cried together every night for ... I don’t know, felt like weeks. Then we talked about him. Then it kinda starting working: we did move on, but we never forgot him. We never filled the hole that he left behind, but we learned to ... to build our lives around it.”

“That must have been ...” Deb started, without finishing.

“It was what it was. Sometimes ... if you put a mask on something, you hide it but it doesn’t mean it’s gone away.”

Deb took a breath. “You know, I don’t really want you to take me to the roller disco. I’m sorry I asked.”

“Why did you ask?”

“Because I thought if you took me then everyone would think I was normal,” Deb laughed.

“You think I’m normal?” Mike asked.

“I don’t know what you are,” Deb replied. “You’re different—just in the right way. If that even makes sense.”

Mike thought it did. “Thank you, I guess. And, look, I don’t know if you want to hear this, but I wasn’t going to take you to the dance anyway.”

“Christ, way to pick a girl up!” Deb said, elbowing him gently in the ribs.

Mike nodded, smiling. “If I’d taken you to the dance I think it would have meant I was putting on a mask.”

Deb frowned, looking at him. “What do you m—”

She was interrupted by a scrabbling commotion at the edge of the roof. A hand appeared over the stone wall, then another. Moments later Riley’s face rose into view.

“Oh shit, he climbed the wall!” Deb shouted, momentarily frozen by fear. Mike jumped to his feet, hurrying them both back to the door.

* * *
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Deb and Mike tore down the steps leading them away from the roof access point and into the bowels of the school. Only when they had emerged into the corridor did they hear the door above them being thrown open.

“Come on!” Deb shouted, running to her right.

“No!” Mike stopped her, realising she was heading towards the workshop. “We have to give Deke time to finish. This way.” He took them in the other direction, his imagination calling out the steady footfalls of Riley’s feet as he descended the steps towards them.

They rounded the end of the corridor at the same moment that Riley emerged. Mike stopped, looking around the corner.

“What are you doing?” Deb hissed.

“We have to make sure he’s following us.”

Riley’s head swivelled at the sound, locating them instantly.

“All good,” Mike said. “Let’s get out of here.”

Familiar and mundane by day, the school took on a different air after the day had finished. The walls closed in on them. The sounds echoed. Shadows crept all round. Without the crush of people all around, Mike found himself struggling to remember routes around the building that had become so ingrained that they were instinct by now. He spent so little time thinking about how to get around the school these days that the path ahead of them—the multiple paths—simply didn’t exist in his head. He closed his eyes, imagining the throng of people around him, the noise, the next class. The last thing they wanted to do was get trapped in a classroom, which meant—

He pivoted to the left, dragging Deb with him. 

“I hope you know where you’re going?” she protested.

“I’ve got an idea.”

“An idea? A plan would be better!”

Mike stopped and held up his hand, listening. The impassive stomp of Riley’s boots crept down a distant corridor towards them. As soon as he drew into sight Mike pulled open a door and ran inside with Deb.

The door led into the boys’ changing rooms. Deb wrinkled her nose in distaste at the musty tang in the air. Mike took her hand and led her, slowly, further into the space, placing as many of the racks between them and the door as he could.

The door opened. Riley walked in and paused, surveying the room. Then he began walking again, heading for them, his path complicated by the benches and racks standing in the way.

Why doesn’t he run? Deb thought to herself.

Mike had noticed the same thing and was using it to their advantage, carefully manoeuvring behind the obstacles between them and Riley, doing whatever he could do delay his approach. He checked his watch quickly and glanced behind them.

“Over here.” 

He led Deb into the shower cubicles, a tiled corridor with enough nozzles lined along the wall to rinse off a full class of sweaty boys. Nervously glancing at their exit, behind them, Mike paced cautiously backwards, watching the same entrance they had used. Waiting. Listening to the steps approaching.

Then Riley appeared, framed in white. Staring at Mike.

“Deb,” Mike said, realising something as he met Riley’s dead eyes. “He’s only after me. You go, make a run for it.”

Deb elbowed him in the side. “No way. We’re in this together. That’s how it works.”

Mike didn’t argue; there wasn’t time. He reached out for the nearest tap and turned one of the showers on. A spray of water fell between him and Riley.

“Maybe it’ll, I don’t know, short circuit him or something,” he said, seeing Deb’s quizzical expression.

They retreated, turning on more showers as they went. Nothing seemed to slow Riley down. Nothing forced his eyes away from Mike. Finally, they reached the end of the cubicle.

“What now?” Deb asked.

“Into the gym.”

They turned and ran out of the changing rooms and into the open space of the gym, their footfalls echoing all around. Moments later Riley joined them, dripping with water but showing no signs of slowing down.

“How’s your basketball?” Mike asked Deb.

“Non-existent.”

Mike grabbed a ball from the cage and hurled it at Riley. Deb grabbed a second, ready to throw it. Riley grabbed the ball effortlessly and threw it back at Mike. It landed in his gut. Mike collapsed to his knees clutching his stomach.

“Ok, bad idea,” Deb said, putting her ball back down and helping Mike up. He was badly winded and Deb got the first sign of the real threat that Riley posed. If he could drop Mike with a basketball—

“Hey!”

From out of nowhere Sam swung into sight on one of the climbing ropes, aiming his outstretched feet directly at Riley. He made contact and Riley flew black into the basketball cage. Sam swung back and dropped neatly at Deb’s feet, his cheeks flushed.

“Miss me?”

“We thought you were dead!” Deb said, shaking her head.

“I’ll take that as a yes—come on.” He grabbed Mike and they dragged him out of the gym, heading for the workshop.

* * *
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“Nearly ready!” Deke called out, not looking up as the three of them hurried into the room. Mike was back on his own two feet now, but still gasping for breath.

“You two ...” he said, urging Sam and Deb ahead of him. “Get under ... under the table.”

They hesitated and Mike shook his head. “This has to be between me and him, now hide!”

Footsteps approached and Riley marched into the room. Mike backed away, uncomfortably aware that there was no escape this time and praying that Deke had finished whatever it was he needed to do. His heart ached at the sight of his friend. It was still recognisably Riley standing in front of him, except it wasn’t. A lattice of silver threads tracked across the boy’s face and down his neck. Patches of his flesh gleamed silver in the artificial light. There even seemed to be a dull glow in his eyes, accentuating the dead emotions that echoed in his voice.

“You have been ... targeted ... for—”

Riley didn’t get to finish the halting statement. The moment he stepped across the threshold of the workshop, Sam slammed the door shut behind him. Deke, secured under the table, switched on the device he had cobbled together.

And nothing happened. 

A deep, dark silence fell over the room, laden down with the weight of failure. Mike froze, wondering what their fallback plan was supposed to have been.

Then Riley staggered a little, trying to put one foot in front of the other but failing. He shook his head slightly, frowning, as if something in the air was troubling him. He brought a hand to his temple, confused and frozen, unable to identify the cause of the distraction.

“Riley!” Mike called out. “Riley, I know you’re still in there! Talk to me!”

“You ... you ...” Riley’s words slurred. “Will ...”

“No, I need to hear you, Riley—the real you! Talk to me!”

Riley’s face crumpled in a pained grimace.

“I know it’s really you,” Mike insisted. “Do you remember the day we rode out to Chipperwick Falls? Do you remember that? It was hot as shit and we nearly died just riding there. We got there and the water looked so good, but we were stuck at the top. Do you remember?”

Something crossed Riley’s face, something that Mike recognised.

“So you made us climb down, even though we were half dead, you made us climb down and we got in the water. Do you remember how good that felt. We stayed for hours.”

Riley looked at Mike, a slight frown wrinkling his face.

“You remember, don’t you? I know you do.”

Riley took a step towards Mike, his foot catching on a wire trailing across the floor. Mike immediately saw what was happening but, unable to stop it, was forced to watch as Mike’s foot hooked over the wire, swept forward, and pulled the wire that led from the socket in the wall to the device that Deke held under the table.

Instantly, Riley’s face cleared, the pain and confusion falling away. He glanced down at the table, threw it aside with an effortless shove of his right arm, and revealed Deke and Den underneath. Sam, over by the door, scurried forward to shield and protect his friends.

“No!” Mike shouted.

Riley flinched as something struck his face—the contents of a bottle of a bottle of water Mike held in his hand.

“Do you remember?” he almost screamed at his lost friend. “Do you remember how it felt?”

The emotions surged inside Mike. The almost buried memories. The fear and pain of losing his friend. The fear and pain of what belonged to them, but that he had never understood before. Calm down, the voice inside whispered. Calm down—it was exactly what he had said to Riley before he had thrown him out of the window.

Calm down.

Don’t—

“I love you!” Mike screamed out. Riley stopped. “Machines don’t feel. We do. But I do, and I know you do too. I know you’re still in there and I know you’re hurt and angry and all the other things. You’ve got to feel that. Feel it, Riley! How did you feel when your mother left you? How did you feel the last time your Dad hit you? How did you feel when we went into the water? Tell me? Tell me!!”

Riley stood still, frozen. Confused.

Mike stepped forward and shoved him. “Tell me! Tell me you son of a bitch! Tell me how useless you feel sometimes? Tell me about all those times you feel you’re not good enough!”

A flicker of anger coloured Riley’s face.

“Tell me you’re no good and I’ll tell you that you are! I’ll tell you how, when we’re together, it fills that emptiness I feel—the same emptiness you feel from your mother leaving, that’s what I still feel from when my Dad died. The pain is still there. It’s part of you and you need to let it in because it’s the only way you can know when ... when the pain goes away.”

Riley paused, the pain clear on his face. “I ... I don’t want to hurt—”

Deke darted forward. Taking advantage of the distraction, he had crawled the other side of the room, stripping down his contraption to a few bare wires and connecting it back to the power socket in the wall. He thrust the wires against Riley’s hand, aiming for the metallic lines that arched across his knuckles.

Riley went taut, his back straightening, eyes jerking upwards.

Then he fell to the ground. Silent.

“What did you do?” Mike shouted, still consumed by his own emotions.

“Just saved your life, thank you very much,” Deke said, admiring his handiwork. It was only when he looked up and saw the distress on Mike’s face that he realised what Mike was thinking. “Oh, it’s ok, I tweaked the regulator. He’s not dead. Just, hopefully, be asleep for a while.”

Deb, shaken, got up from the floor, walked over to Mike and gave him a long, gentle hug. She pulled away, kissed him on the cheek, then looked down at the others.

“Alright then, everyone, let’s get this mess cleaned up.”

* * *
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Deke walked into the hospital to find Sam waiting out in the corridor. A few seats further down Deb sat staring into space. Sam looked up, hearing Deke approach.

“You, uh ... got the workshop cleaned up?” Sam asked.

Deke glanced around. “The best I could. I don’t think anyone’s going to be asking any questions tomorrow. I hope not, anyway.” He looked through the window, into the room where he could see Riley lying in bed, Mike by his side. “How’s he doing?”

“Riley? No idea. They think he might be in a coma.” He caught Deke’s quizzical look and patted the plastic seat like it was an old friend. “I felt like an intruder in there, came out to ... to give Mike some space.”

“I see,” Deke said, looking back through the window at Riley.

“I thought we were—I thought I was part of something. That we all were,” Sam continued. “Now I don’t know; I’m not so sure.”

Deke nodded, not really sure what Sam was getting at. “You know they won’t be able to fix Riley.”

“What do you mean?”

“They won’t be able to fix him. They don’t have any clue what’s wrong with him.” Deke nodded to the vending machine further down the corridor and gestured for Sam to follow him. They walked together, away from Deb’s distant ears.

“We can do it,” Deke said.

“What?”

“Riley’s pretty important to Mike, right? I can fix him, with your help.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I can fix Riley. I can work out what’s wrong with him and fix it properly. With your help. We can do it together.”

Sam stared back down the corridor, thinking about the different Mike he had seen tonight; the one consumed with pain. He wanted things back to normal again. He wanted the life that had distracted him from the life he knew he was heading towards. He wanted the life that still had possibility. “How do we ... do that?”

“My brains: your money. I need a sample of whatever it was you found in the cave. If I can analyse it I know I’ll be able to work out how to ... how to change its program, to deprogram it. Remove it from Riley. We can bring him back. We can do it for Mike.”

Deke watched Sam consider the proposal, wondering if he was really capable of understanding the possibilities here. Curing Riley was only the beginning. There would be so much more he could do with the technology, once he understood it. He could build machines like the world had never seen. They would be rich beyond their dreams. All he had to do was to work out how to control it. 

That was all.

Sam looked at him and nodded. “Okay.”
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Future Prologue
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The final war against the machines wasn’t fought with bullets or missiles. It wasn’t waged on a battlefield. 

It took place in a locked room.

The machines had lost. Programmed for a world of geopolitics, cold war and global nuclear proliferation, they stood no chance when it came to guerrilla warfare. The machines had the strength, the numbers, the weapons ... but they lacked spirit: the raw determination to win because there was nothing left to lose.

At least, that’s what we thought. It turned out the Network was as poor at losing as any human. We beat it—won the war—only for it to send one of its robots back in time to kill our leader before he had even been born. In retaliation, we sent one of our own back, a lone defender to save us all. The war remained won. Until the next time.

All things considered, our Leader, one of the five of us who entered that room and discovered the Network’s last, desperate move, was pretty sanguine about the possibility of never having existed. We lived in a twisted future, but none of us had anticipated the machines thinking that far out of the box. Our Leader was different. He seemed to expect anything and everything. None of it surprised him.

But even in our victory there was a price to pay. 

The machines had built the room, a narrow chamber with pale metal walls covered by screens and readouts. Keyboards and switches dotted the spaces between displays. Blinking lights flickered in the shadows. Not a single goddamn chair. It was the control room for a facility that we had no idea existed until we captured it. We had no idea something like this could exist.

That our Leader knew exactly what to do still makes me uneasy, even if the details had been clear as day on the readouts.

“Los Angeles, 1984,” he read from the screen. “My mother. They’re going after my mother.”

The Soldier stepped forward without hesitation, his face almost pleading: “Send me back. I’ll save her.”

There was no discussion. No debate. Trusting our Leader is what had won us the war. Saving his existence so that all of that could still happen was a no-brainer. The Soldier entered the transit room, the spherical chamber adjoining the control room, and we sent him back. The only question was how we would know if it worked or not. That was when we discovered it wasn’t just the Soldier who travelled: as soon as we used it the control room became unlocked from time, languishing in a null space and protected from the precocities of time. Protected from a past where the machines don’t invent time travel.

It was a unique trap. A screen by the door showed us the outside world—still ruined—but once we ventured beyond the door, we could never return. Our Engineer was the one to unwittingly demonstrate this: keen to see if anything had changed, he opened the door, stepped outside ... and disappeared. We never saw him again. There was no way of knowing if he was dead, alive, or just no longer existed; removed from time by our actions.

With each trip the room whittled away our names and our pasts. Soon, all we remembered were our roles, our functions in that room, and the multitude of alternative pasts that we had created. I was the Navigator. She was the Analyst. He was the Leader. Alone in that room, the three of us fought the war.

In one version of the past we had won, and captured the time machine, but every journey back changed things in a hundred subtle ways and created a new future—a new past and present for us—where we won the war in a slightly different fashion and captured a slightly different time machine. In each loop, the machines sent one of their own back to change the outcome. And we would send someone to stop them.

In truth, it became boring. Repetitive. The irony was how we fought. Humans were in short supply, a near-extinct species inside the walls of our prison room, but the machines had been manufactured by the hundreds, perhaps thousands. So we fought the Network with its own soldiers. Exploiting the machines as humans always used to do. The Analyst reprogrammed them, told them what to do, then I sent them where they needed to go.

In time I lost count of the missions we initiated, how much time we had spent in the room, but it wasn’t too long before I asked the question that had bothered me ever since we first entered.

“Why does the Network need screens and keyboards? It’s a network: it can connect directly to the systems and control them, right?” We had dragged in some empty storage crates to sit on, but everything else we needed was already there. In a war against technology, every soldier’s arsenal included a portable screen, keyboard and interface—standard hacking kit—but we didn’t need any of that. It was as if the room had been made for us.

I got a cryptic half-answer from the Leader: “Maybe this isn’t about stopping something. Maybe it’s about starting it.”

I glanced to the Analyst, sitting next to me. She said nothing, but her expression mirrored my thoughts: we were in over our heads. Swimming against the tide. This was a new form of war. Every time something changed it became harder to track the threads. 

In this war history was a fluid thing, constantly shifting like the sands in a relentless high tide. Filtering through the freshly restructured archives was a challenge at first, until we realised the past was no longer set: it was a living thing. Once we learned to look for the constants, not the changes, we understood its character.

Sometimes, however, the changes were clear. An obvious mistake leads to obvious implications. One time I messed up the coordinates and sent a machine into space. It might have drifted up there forever, orbiting the planet helplessly, if NASA hadn’t detected it and sent a shuttle to investigate. That was before we learned that in extreme scenarios the machines shut down and their programming resets to default parameters. Any subtleties we had layered on top were lost, wiped in favour of a single directive: kill.

The machine slaughtered the shuttle crew and attempted to commandeer the vehicle. The only thing that stopped it was NASA sending the self-destruct command. Even then, there was no guarantee.

The incident threw the world into a panic: intelligent robots from outer space! For the first time the world’s powers united and pointed their weapons to the skies instead of each other. It almost worked. We almost had peace. Except the idiots running our government had to find the shuttle debris and enough of the machine to re-engineer its circuitry. They were so busy looking for an imaginary threat that they missed the one they had dug up from its grave, the one with its prime directive burned into its circuits. 

Kill.

The devastation was so complete that almost no-one survived, but enough of us did. Barely. Meanwhile, the Network learned the same thing we did: if no one survives, then there’s no one left to fight. If there’s no war, there’s no war to lose.

The game changed after that. No more delicate unpicking of threads: now the Network just wanted to burn it all down. There were times when the three of us in that room wondered if we were the only humans left alive on earth. Even when we knew we weren’t, we knew no one was aware that we existed anyway. That somehow felt worse.

One night (it was always night) I realised the Analyst and I were alone in the control room. We were tired. We hadn’t eaten or slept in forever. We no longer seemed to need it but the memory of needing those things never quite left us.

“Is it ever going to end?” I asked, staring at my shadowy reflection in the screen.

The Analyst didn’t even bother looking up. “No.”

I left her alone and went into the transit room. For a moment I couldn’t see the Leader. My heart stopped. Had he gone the other way: through the door? Left us? Then I heard his voice from the shadows at the far side of the room.

“Not how you thought it would end, huh?”

I made my way towards him, walking around the circular chamber, careful to steer clear of the void at its centre. Of course, the machines hadn’t built in a safety rail. We had no idea how the chamber even worked: the traveller entered a capsule on the upper level, the capsule would drop, when it reached the bottom the traveller would be gone. Dark magic. Cursed.

“It hasn’t ended, sir. I don’t think it ever will.”

The Leader nodded. He shared the same thought; it was just that as a good leader he hadn’t wanted to share it with us. He had to keep us going. “When we first came here you asked me a question. Do you remember? I told you that we weren’t here to end something—we were here to start it.”

It hadn’t made sense to me then, but there was no such thing as things making sense anymore. Time travel had its own rules and they all worked so long as you didn’t think too hard about them. I understood enough to know that we were in a loop, and every loop has to start somewhere. I said nothing, knowing that he had more to say.

“We tried to stop it once—did you know that? Back before any of this started. I thought we’d really done it. Then it all happened anyway, and I realised that time can’t be stopped. It will always find a way.”

The tone of his voice began to worry me. Was he about to give up on us? Maybe even go out of the door. If he was gone, would we continue to fight without him or would we give up too?

“Sir, we will win. One day. We have to.”

He looked at me. Even in the dark I could see that gleam in his eye. It was one of the reasons we had all followed him: he made us believe there was something better just around the corner. Most of the time he had been right.

“What if we don’t need to win?” He said it quietly, as if it were a secret.

“I don’t understand.”

“Remember? If there’s no war, then there’s no war to lose—”

“You mean if they destroy us first. Or if we ...” My head was starting to spin. The three of us in this room, trying to engineer a form of genocide. Or prevent it. It was enough to drive anyone crazy and we had never developed rules or protocols to follow if one of us lost it—there hadn’t been time. Banishment to the outside was a death sentence for all we knew, but what else would we to do? And when none of us were left, who fights the war? Was there another group of us in another future doing the same thing? Just thinking about it made me want to open that door and take my chances. At least I could understand fighting a machine: we each shoot and only one of us walks away.

It helped that the Leader sounded as calm and reasonable as he always did as he continued to explain. “The Network wants to destroy us but it was created for the opposite reason: to defend us; to fight the enemy. Their mistake was leaving enough room in the interpretation so that, one day, we became the enemy.”

I found nothing to say.

“We brought a child into this world and it grew up to destroy us. We need to be better parents. I haven’t told the Analyst but I worked it out. A subtle shift in the programming. Not defend but protect. Save us from ourselves.”

As he spoke, he climbed to his feet, a decisive swiftness to his movement. I didn’t like it. “Wait. How do we ... how do we do it?”

The answer was already obvious. And terrifying. The Leader smiled: “Send me back.”

“Sir, we can’t—”

“It makes sense. The first thing the machines ever did was try to kill my mother. Now I go after their father. He listened to me once and he paid with his life—and it did nothing. This time I have a different story for him. One where everyone lives.”

In my head I ran through a hundred different ways to try and stop him from leaving, knowing that not a single one of them would work.

“Program the machine,” he said, handing me a slip of paper. “Here’s the date and coordinates.”

I took the paper and turned away.

“Wait,” he called after me.

I stopped.

“We likely won’t remember one another but I wanted you to know that it’s been my honour to serve with you.”

I felt something long forgotten: sadness. When your whole life is an apocalypse you either give up being sad about it or you die. There’s no room for emotions at the end of the world, but maybe the end of the world was about to end.

“Sir, what are we supposed to do without you?”

“Survive—no ... live.” He turned away from me, heading for the upper gallery where the transit capsule waited.

I returned to the control room. The Analyst sat there, facing the screens. I had the feeling she’d listened to the whole thing but she said nothing. I set the coordinates that I’d been given and started the countdown. There was no need for hesitation; I knew that he’d be ready.

“Did you ever think about it?” the Analyst asked, watching me.

“What?”

“Going back. Escaping?”

She shook her head at my blank expression. “You never did, did you? Never even occurred to you. Good thing I’m the Analyst, eh?”

“That’s not what he’s doing.”

The Analyst shrugged. “We could both do it, you know. Escape back into the past. Be safe. Live somewhere before all of this happened.”

“And what about—”

“The war?” Her expression went cold. “The war will go on without us. If you ask me, I don’t think it’ll ever—”

Then she stopped. I watched her face, entranced by the light playing across it. I had become so used to this room that I knew every corner, every shadow. It was my whole existence and there was something different now. The Analyst’s face was glowing. I was so caught by it that it took me several moments to wonder what she was staring at; what it was that had stopped her talking.

I turned and followed her gaze.

Sunlight.

Maybe it was artificial—a screen showing us what was beyond the door, but I still recognised it. I had only seen sunlight a few times in my life, on the days when it broke through the smoke, briefly shattering the clouds of pollution and debris. The days when we were brave enough—or reckless enough—to emerge under daylight. There had been glimpses of blue sky, but the sun had remained cold and impassive, delivering no warmth.

This was different. A rich, amber glow poured into the room. Under its light the screens and machinery seemed ready to fade away, as if their time had come.

Together we stood up and walked to the door, opening it with our hands clasped over each other’s. The grey wasteland we had come in from had gone. In its place were blue skies, grass. People. I wept at the sight of it. People living lives instead of fighting for survival. Under the tranquil hum of it I could hear laughter, children.

Somewhere I remembered a person, someone who had changed it all. Once upon a time there had been a war. Now it was gone.

I looked at the Analyst, tightening my grip on her hand. Then, together, we stepped into our new future.
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Behind the words
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Warning: do not read this section until you have read the stories. Turn back before it’s too late. You have been warned!

Of the original four ideas (see the introduction at the start of this collection), Salvation is the one that remains closest to the original (albeit vague) concept. Strictly speaking it’s not even set in the Terminator universe; if anything, it’s about some creep who maybe watched Terminator once and thought “hmm”. That said, I couldn’t resist putting a bit of a twist at the end.

What, I believe, sparked this story is the scene from the original Terminator where Reese has been arrested and the police are attempting to convince Sarah that he was making it all up. I figured: what if he was making it all up? 

It’s a fun, if disturbing, premise but what made it interesting to write was the inversion. In the original film, Reese is very clearly the hero—it’s one of those stories where it’s very clear who the good guys are and who the bad guy is—but how much fun is it when you can’t work out whether one of your main characters is a hero or a villain?

As a parallel to that, and to give the reader some stable ground to tread on, I kept the Sarah Connor character more or less consistent with her film version: she starts off as someone just trying to get by in the world and ends up being something of a badass. She’s a great character and if it ain’t broke ...

Battle Across Time also remained fairly close to my original concept—the challenge here being that I really did only have the concept and not much in the way of real story (aside from a few events from Terminator that could serve as tentpoles). I knew I wanted to play around with some of the iconography of that film, especially the early chapters. I knew I needed to establish early on that there was a time loop (so, you know, let’s have a couple of loops right from the outset) and that there would have to eventually be a scene explaining why the time loop is happening. I also knew there would need to be a final confrontation.

The driver here is, obviously, the need to break the time loop, but how do you get an actual story out of those pieces? The breakthrough moment came to me when I remembered how critical the relationship between Sarah and Kyle is to the first movie (both in an emotional and a story sense). That was the engine for my story and once I figured out that I could have a version of this where it’s Sarah who’s trying to save Kyle, everything fell into place.

Dark Fate came into my mind as barely more than a scene: John Connor (long past the events of T2, but still somewhat obsessed with his role in ‘saving the future’) is under arrest for some sort of violent or antisocial act. He’s torn up because he no longer has a purpose and no one knows that he was supposed to be the saviour of the human race. And now he’s not. That was it.

In many ways this one is almost an alternative version of Terminator 3, and it definitely borrows elements from that movie. The challenge was—again—where the hell is the story? I knew there would be some sort of instigating incident, otherwise why would John be under arrest, but where does it go from there? What’s the point of the story?

One of the clinchers was focusing a bit more on the detective character and there were a number of outside influences that helped me here. One was a viewing of the John le Carre biographical feature The Pigeon Tunnel (very interesting, by the way) which offered some valuable insight into the relationship dynamics involved in interrogations. The second was a comment by a writer friend who read a very early version of the story and commented on how the detective demanded the truth but wasn’t prepared to give it. Suddenly, I have the backbone of the story—the developing relationship between the detective and the John Connor character—as well as something of a throughline for the detective character.

Both of these factors gave me a lot of meat to add to the bones of the basic concept. The obvious question throughout the story is whether John Connor is lying or not; and whether the detective believes him or not. The answer to that question—and which of the characters was right, and which was wrong—gives us the ending.

The biggest challenge was the story that should have been the easiest to put together—Rise Of The Machine—the one about the kids finding a terminator who has lost its memory. My original concept was that the terminator had teleported into a sealed cave, run out of power and lost its memory. Many, many years later a group of kids find it and manage to recharge it. That was it, really—I hadn’t even worked out if the Terminator was going to be friendly, or relentlessly try to continue on its mission (depending on whether its memories come back or not).

The trouble was trying to find a believable way in which the kids could find the terminator while no one else did, not to mention a scenario where the terminator was trapped and literally no one else would find it until this bunch of curious kids wanders along. I eventually had to go with half the premise: the terminator in the cave being found by kids. At this point the story split into two and the original premise with the terminator losing its memory developed into Genesis, which took the idea into a very different direction than planned.

At this point I was prepared to drop the “terminator in a cave” idea entirely, but I still really wanted to try a “Goonies/Stranger Things meets the Terminator” type story. While that was buzzing around in my head, it fused with another idea: the idea of nanites and infection, a little like The Thing—what if the liquid metal terminator from T2 (or a more advanced model) had the capability to inject borg-like nanites into humans and convert them into foot soldiers for the cause?

Yeah, I know it barely makes sense and it’s not really part of the Terminator universe, but the core idea—a group of kids in the eighties find a damaged terminator, one of them gets taken over and tries to kill the other kids—was just too much fun not to write.

Eventually this turned into Rise Of The Machine, but the writing was slow and painful. Achieving the necessary tension, and setting up the required pursuit mechanic of the plot, was harder than expected: at some point the kids need to know that their friend is trying to kill them, but how to do it without one or more of the kids actually getting killed, or without the police getting involved?

It was my eldest son who helped break the roadblock. I explained the premise of the story and the challenge I had and he said: “What I would do is just kill off the main character right away.” Great idea! Not quite the right approach for the kind of story I wanted to tell but enough for me to throw out some of my preconceptions about where the plot should go and try shaking things up a bit.

I got there in the end and, along the way, the story turned into something else. It became a tale about the masks we all wear, particularly as we’re growing up and trying to figure out who we are, and often feeling forced to pretend we’re something that we’re not. Given the terminator itself is an infiltrator, a killer machine disguised as a human, it was the perfect allegory. I hope I’ve done the story, and the characters, justice.

There’s one final story in this collection: Future Prologue. It was unplanned, and I’d run out of terminator movie titles by that point, but I wanted to explore the timey-wimeyness of the concept a little more. The Terminator movies suggest a future that is malleable, that can be constantly changed and altered ... but what if you’re from one of those futures? What if you’re using the machine that sends people back in time but the invention of the machine itself gets undone? And if the future is endlessly changeable, how do you stop it from changing? It was the paradox implied by those questions that compelled me to write this last story.
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