
 

 



 

 
 

The reward for man’s struggle through two million 
gruelling years of human evolution is a life of 
unrivalled comfort and luxury … for almost every 
domestic cat. 
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The boy didn’t know how long he’d been there, but it was a 

lifetime too long. Long enough for the terror to have stripped away 
every layer of his soul – right down to the selfish kernel that quite 
unashamedly wished one of his friends had been taken instead of 
him. 

He broadcast a perpetual cry as he ran; his fear almost as tangible 
as the descending mist that danced in the spotlights. It was a primal 
instinct that was driving his body now. 

He tried to run faster but he was surrounded by people. If that’s 
what they were. Festival revellers, all clad in black, from the thick 
crenulated soles of their boots to the jet-black hair that framed their 
pale genderless faces. Amidst them the boy glowed like a firefly: 
incongruous as much for his white shirt as for the freshly spilt blood 
smeared down the front of it. He knew he had to keep moving else 
the next blood to spill would be his. 

As he scrambled through the thick undulating forest of blackness, 
a face flashed at him. A face adorned with metalwork and black 
make-up. It hissed at him wide-eyed and then snapped back to face 
the stage. Then more faces, one after another. 

The boy tried to cut through the mass of bodies, but the crowd 
was solidifying around him, and all he could do was be carried by it. 
His heartbeat was pounding in his ears as loud as the distorted 
sounds booming from the stage. 

Eventually, the crowd spewed him out in front of a row of trailers 
and tents touting their nefarious wares. Dismembered effigies 
twisted in the breeze and wind-chimes tinkled a taunting knell into 
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the night air. But this time he wasn’t going to follow it. This time he 
was going to get out. 

 The boy desperately squeezed between two old trailers daubed 
with symbols of the occult. In the dark he caught his shin on a gas 
canister and found himself face first in a pile of rubbish. He 
struggled to his feet and stumbled forward. Finally, he made it to the 
fence: tall and metal, designed to keep out uninvited guests. If only 
it had succeeded. 

He walked with a hurried step, tracing the boundary, dragging his 
palm along the fence behind him as if he was going to find a secret 
door. 

Then a noise. It was different from the din of the crowd and the 
music. Closer. He turned. A spotlight dazzled him. Figures emerged 
that he couldn’t make out. Something glinted in the light. 

The boy didn’t move. 
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‘Do you know why you’re here?’ she asked, in a flat emotionless 

voice, the kind that homicide detectives are apparently so good at.  
In truth, I didn’t. 
But then who does? Who knows why we’re really here? Not me, 

that’s for sure, and I think about it a lot. I think about a lot of things 
a lot. I remember I read this theory once. It claimed we are all just 
extravagant devices for gobbling up energy, to return the universe to 
equilibrium as quickly as possible. Everything tends toward 
equilibrium, you see. A hot cup of tea in a cool room: the tea cools 
down and the room warms up. And there you have it, equilibrium. 
Dull, uneventful equilibrium. 

It’s the same with life. You spend the first third of your life 
getting pulled in one direction or another, desperately fighting your 
way to your destination, and when you finally get there, you stay 
there and atrophy. Nothing pulls you back again. And nothing pulls 
you anywhere else. So there you are: equilibrium. 

But, sometimes, just sometimes, a random occurrence flutters 
along and decides it fancies having a tinker with your dull, 
uneventful equilibrium of a life, and it whips it off in a completely 
new direction. You can’t do anything to stop it. It just happens. 

Sometimes. 
Of course, she didn’t mean that kind of ‘here’, the cosmological 

why-are-we-all-here kind. She meant here here. Here, in this dull 
box of a room with its drab, lifeless décor and its polished floor. 
Here, on this uncomfortable plastic chair that I’d been sitting on for 
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the best part of two hours. Here, opposite her, with her auburn hair 
and freckled cheeks. Did I know why I was here? 

‘I know why you think I am here,’ I replied. A straight ‘yes’ or 
‘no’ might have been more appropriate considering the 
circumstances, but what can I say? I was under a lot of pressure, 
wasn’t thinking too straight. 

Her eyes looked into mine, unwavering. They’d been looking 
into mine for almost a minute and I’d been looking into hers. That’s 
a long time to look into the eyes of a stranger. It gets weird, 
uncomfortable. It starts to feel like your soul is being drawn out 
through your pupils. I looked away. Not too far. I didn’t want to give 
the impression that I had something to hide. I just lowered my gaze 
and watched her lips as she spoke. 

‘And why’s that?’ the lips said. 
I took a deep breath to prepare myself for the words. 
‘Because you think I’m involved with the disappearance of a 

woman,’ I stated, as calmly as the churning swarm of butterflies in 
my stomach would permit. 

‘That woman,’ she said, as she looked down at the tablet in front 
of her, ‘being one twenty-eight-year-old Tara Greene.’ She lifted her 
eyes back to mine again, and she raised a hand to sweep back the 
long hair that had fallen in front of her face, tucking it neatly behind 
one ear.  

‘If you say so.’ I couldn’t remember the girl’s name. The events 
of the previous few hours had been a little traumatic to say the least. 
Getting arrested wasn’t something I’d had in mind for this evening. 
It wasn’t on my agenda between feed the cat and have a bath. Damn 
– the cat! 

Looking on the bright side, being grilled by an attractive female 
interrogator was also something not on my agenda for this evening, 
and it was quite an intense form of social interaction, which I, for 
one, didn’t experience on a regular basis. Though, I admit, that 
really was stretching the whole philosophy of looking on the bright 
side. Like looking on the bright side of not having to cut the toenails 
on the foot you’ve just had amputated. 
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‘Does the name mean anything to you? Tara Greene?’ the 
detective continued. 

‘No, nothing.’ There was a pause. An awkward silence that said 
she didn’t believe me. One of those interrogation techniques. I 
occupied myself by rearranging my legs carefully under the table, 
but the movement was betrayed by the sound of the soles of my 
shoes making a loud squeak on the polished floor. It was that pesky 
little Noise Demon that pops its head up at inappropriate times. The 
one that gave me uncontrollable hiccups at Aunt Meg’s funeral. The 
one that pushed the pencil tin off my desk in my ancient philosophy 
exam at school – which, by-the-way, is the loudest relative sound in 
the known universe. The squeak proclaimed aloud: ‘See how his 
nervous fidgets reveal his inner guilt.’ I winced at the sound but 
didn’t say anything. 

‘Are you sure?’ she asked eventually after revelling in my 
suffering a few moments more. 

‘Yes, I’m sure.’ I was, but the more times you’re asked a 
question, the less sure you become of the answer. You begin to 
doubt yourself, begin to wonder if you’ve overlooked something. 
Begin to think that the questioner knows something you don’t. 

She was good. 
The detective paused again to read from the notes before her. 

This time I found the silence too uncomfortable. I cracked. To be 
truthful, I found conversations with attractive women uncomfortable 
at the best of times – and this was not the best of times. I broke the 
silence about as constructively as one breaks … well, anything. 

‘Look, I haven’t done anything wrong, you know. I’m not the 
kind of guy that does things wrong.’ It’s true. I’m not. ‘No 
kidnapping, no murdering, no illegal parking, not even walking 
when the sign says ‘Don’t Walk’.’ 

‘Who said anything about murder?’ 
That annoyed me, the way she jumped on that word. It was like a 

sport to her. 
‘ I did,’ I confirmed with a definite tone of defiance. ‘And don’t 

try to go all Freudian on me. I can’t drop myself in it if I haven’t 
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done anything wrong.’ 
My mouth stayed open with the anticipation of more words to 

come, but I managed to get a grip on the tap and shut it off. I have 
this problem, well I have many, but I have this one in particular 
where I will not take things lying down. In fact, I will not take 
things standing up without a damn good argument about it first, 
even if I know I’m wrong. It’s just the way I am. I enjoy a little 
intellectual sparring occasionally. It’s good for the soul, and 
generally it’s not a bad trait, but there is a time and a place for being 
belligerent and ‘helping the police with their inquiries’ was certainly 
not one of them. 

The detective was obviously not overly amused by my apparent 
lack of respect for the situation. ‘I must stress,’ she said, placing the 
tablet firmly on the table with an authoritative air, ‘that this is an 
extremely important matter, which makes it extremely important that 
you take this seriously and be as honest and open with us as 
possible. Understand?’ She managed to put a considerable amount 
of menace in the word extremely on both occasions. 

‘Perfectly.’ 
‘So I must ask you again. Do you know anything of a woman 

named Tara Greene?’ 
‘No.’ And stop asking that damn question. 
The detective scrolled down through the notes on the tablet until 

she arrived at a picture. She rotated the tablet through a hundred-
and-eighty degrees and slid it over to me. 

I noticed her hands. They were nice. Her nails were not painted, 
but polished to a shine, with no evidence of nail biting. And her 
fingers were long and slender. Women shouldn’t have short fingers. 

Jesus, get a grip. There was also a time and a place to be 
analysing women’s digits and this was also not one of them. But 
clearly I was a man and therefore afflicted with a healthy obsession 
with female body parts. I refocused on the matter in question and 
looked at the photo before me. 

‘This is Tara Greene,’ the detective stated. ‘Do you know this 
woman?’ 
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‘Ah,’ was all I could reply. 

�  �  �  �  �  

The underground. I guess that’s where it all began. Fitting, as 
that’s where all of my days began. Same time. Same place. Same 
grey lifeless walls and litter-strewn platforms. Same homeless tramp 
in the dirty brown raincoat holding out his hand for a few pennies. 
Same rush of warm air and distant drone as the train rattled its way 
down the tunnel. Same train. And, of course, most depressing of all, 
the same destination. Day after day. 

And the people, the faces. Yes, they were the same too. I stood 
on the platform and shuffled my feet impatiently on the stone slabs, 
buffed to a grimy sheen from the soles of a million commuters. I 
looked at those same familiar faces about me. I looked deep into the 
pallid texture of their skin and could see reflected in each one of 
them the tedium of the drab surroundings, which in turn was a 
suitable metaphor for their own colourless lives. 

Yet, the occasional face would sparkle. Stand out like a diamond 
in kimberlite. Hers did. Hers could make you feel like it was all 
worthwhile. Life, that is. Working yourself blind just to earn the 
reward of existence. A face can do that, you know – the right face. It 
can lift your heart in an instant. Like watching a love story in an old 
movie, where everything is so perfect you get that warm sensation in 
your stomach that flows mellifluously through your body and turns 
up the corners of your mouth. For that moment, things just feel that 
little bit better. 

Am I saying that the mere possibility of sitting opposite an 
attractive woman on a thirty-minute train journey is enough to make 
my life worth living? Well, to some degree, yes I am, which should 
make me such a sad individual, but in reality I am no different from 
ninety percent of the people out there – so preoccupied with 
working we forget about living. 

We are all striving to earn a better wage than the next man, to 
work our way further up the corporate ladder. And in so doing we 
have somehow lost the ability to enjoy ourselves. We just don’t 
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know how to do it. All that remains for us is the tiniest of pleasures 
to get us through the day. 

We earn money to afford ourselves a cornucopia of electronic 
gadgets and labour-saving devices, and to what end? So that we can 
spend more time working. It seems like insanity, but if so then our 
society is an asylum of madmen, for that’s how it is. 

I faced her on the train. I knew it was uncivilised to watch her but 
I couldn’t fight the urge to steal an occasional lingering glance. She 
was always very well groomed and presented herself with a 
business-like appearance. She wore a smart dark-grey business-suit 
and had unfeasibly neat shoulder-length hair. Her face was slim and 
angled with slight recesses below her cheekbones that gave her an 
undernourished look. From some angles she had an almost mature 
beauty about her that belied her true youth. Unmistakable signs of a 
stressful life maybe. I could spot them a mile off, but I never had to 
look that far. 

I’d seen her on many occasions. The train we shared to and from 
our work-places each day had around half-a-dozen carriages and so 
the odds were that our paths would cross at least once or twice a 
week. We had never spoken. I don’t believe that we had ever 
exchanged glances. It was a purely unreciprocated obsession on my 
behalf. But I felt I knew her fairly well. That was my job after all, to 
know how people tick. 

It was not an unhealthy obsession, for it was not only her that 
obsessed me. I watch everyone. Most people let life pass them by 
without even throwing a sideways glance. They don’t care to look 
up from whatever book or newspaper their nose is buried in. They 
spend so long in front of a screen they can barely focus beyond 
thirty centimetres anyway. 

To me every stranger is a new mystery that I have to unravel. She 
was nothing special, not to begin with. Sure, she had a pretty face 
that heightened my inclination to study her, but, in most ways, she 
was just like the rest of the commuters, and I studied them all. 

At least, she was just like the rest. Until the turning began. 

�  �  �  �  �  
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‘So, what makes you so interested in people?’ 
I smiled. 
‘What’s so amusing?’ she queried and she did something she’d 

not yet allowed herself to do in my presence. She smiled back at me. 
Not a big smile, in fact, barely detectable on her lips, but I saw it in 
her eyes. And that was it, it happened. Right then. With her smiling 
eyes she opened a door, and I looked right in, and it happened. 

You know how when you meet someone they’re a stranger and at 
some point something happens, you cross a threshold, and suddenly 
you know them, you know who you’re talking to. It’s not 
uncomfortable anymore. You know what you can say, how far you 
can push them. In some relationships it never happens, you’re 
always strangers. In most it’s a gradual thing and you never really 
notice it, like watching yourself grow old in a mirror. And 
sometimes it happens at a single moment, like someone’s launched 
a flare over your relationship and suddenly everything is bathed in 
light. That’s how it was between Melissa and me – D.S. Melissa 
Keller and me. 

I don’t know if she felt it too, but I felt it, right at that moment. 
And I found myself relaxed and I just talked.  

‘What makes me so interested in people?’ I repeated her 
question. ‘You ask as if it’s some kind of disease to be interested in 
people. Like I’m some kind of pervert just because I’m interested. 
Interested in knowing what that person does for a living.’ I waved a 
hand at an imaginary person. ‘Where that person lives; why that 
woman’s reading a book on motorbike maintenance; why that fat 
bloke’s got a tattoo of a daffodil on his forearm; what kind of 
underwear you’re wearing. I want to know these things and in case 
you didn’t realise that makes me normal. That’s what we’re all here 
for: to interact, to communicate, to get excited about each other, to 
get off on each other. 

‘Yet no, we have to play out our one-dimensional existence to 
keep everyone happy. Get a job. Get a career. Get a wife – that girl 
in the office will do. Have children, but only two. Nice apartment, 
small family car, one dog and a frickin’ partridge in a pear tree. Toe 
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the line, conform, comply. Be sensible or be a creepy murdering 
freak. Is that it?’ 

‘It sounds like you have a lot to be angry about.’ 
‘Yes, I’m angry. I’m angry because I’m just the same. I’m in that 

very same rut. I may look up at the stars occasionally, but I’m right 
down here in the gutter with everyone else.’ I paused briefly, my 
voice calmed. ‘Yes, I’m angry, but I’m not a killer and I did not 
murder Tara Greene, or anyone else.’ 

The stern expression on the detective’s face seemed to soften just 
a little. 

‘Tell me,’ she said. ‘Why did you follow her?’ 

�  �  �  �  �  

It happened over the course of about a week or so. It was very 
subtle at first. I’d see her on the train or at the station and she would 
be just a little less well turned out than usual. Her hair would be just 
a little bit messy, her make-up would be not quite perfect, her 
clothes not quite immaculate. Then the transformation became more 
obvious. I grew fascinated in how her image was changing so starkly 
and I began to seek her out each morning. She still hung her head in 
a book as we bounced along in the train but she was no longer the 
sleek, smart businesswoman she had been weeks earlier. She wore 
combat trousers and a T-shirt and white trainers: hardly the image of 
a banking professional. I wondered how she could hold on to her job 
with such a drop in the standard of her appearance. 

Her place of work was en route to mine, just a short way from the 
underground station. That morning I traced her steps a few paces 
behind so that I could observe her. I noticed that her attitude had 
changed also, her whole demeanour. She seemed much more 
carefree, less prim.  

I watched as we approached the building in which she worked. 
She was still carrying the book she had been reading on the train and 
had a rucksack slung over her shoulder. As she neared the large 
glass revolving doors at the entrance to the building she paused. I 
didn’t want to stop and stare for I was worried she knew I had been 
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watching her. I joined a bus queue further along the street, then 
casually turned around. She was still standing there. She looked up 
at the tall building, and I saw her shake her head slowly. Then she 
slung the book into her rucksack and walked back the way she had 
come. On a whim, I followed her.  

�  �  �  �  �  

‘How did you know I’d followed her, may I ask?’ I felt I could 
ask her questions now. We’d been talking on and off for what 
seemed like hours, and it didn’t feel like we were enemies anymore. 

‘We saw you on footage from the security camera outside her 
office block on the day she disappeared. Then we studied the 
footage from the security cameras at the underground. You cropped 
up quite a lot in her vicinity.’ 

I smirked a little. 
‘Big brother huh?’ 
‘Yeah, big brother, and he’s real big these days. Especially in the 

city. So where did you follow her?’ 
‘We walked along the main street about three blocks. Just before 

we got to the department store on the corner we turned down a 
smaller street, can’t remember its name, by that sandwich place, you 
know the one?’ 

‘Yeah.’ 
‘And down there, at the end, there’s some old buildings, derelict. 

She ducked in one of those and that was the last I saw of her.’ 
‘Unfortunately, you don’t have any way of proving that, so you 

can understand how bad it looks, because that was the day she went 
missing, and there is video evidence of you following her.’ 

‘And, let me guess, no video evidence of when I stopped 
following her, right?’ 

‘Right, I’m afraid.’ 
I nodded resignedly and exhaled through my nose. I felt sticky 

sweat under my arms and pulled at the shoulders of my shirt a 
couple of times to draw in some air. Melissa noticed my 
despondency. She moved away from what was becoming an 
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increasingly despairing topic of disappearances. 
‘Tell me more about your job,’ she said. ‘You’re a Demand 

Forecaster?’ She read it slowly from her notes. ‘What’s one of 
those?’ 

I couldn’t tell if she was genuinely interested or whether this was 
just another tactic from the interrogator’s toolbox: get me talking 
about something I’m comfortable with, lower my guard. 

‘Do you want the quick-and-dirty version or the once-upon-a-
time?’ 

She thought about this for a moment. 
‘How about the convince-the-detective-you’re-not-a-murderer 

version?’ 
Humour, at least I think that’s what it was. It was accompanied 

by another one of those smiles of the eyes. I like humour, even in a 
situation like this. In fact, especially in a situation like this. 

‘OK. I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that you aren’t 
overly familiar with the field of socionomics.’ A twitch of Melissa’s 
head confirmed the assessment. ‘OK, well to put it succinctly, the 
premise behind socionomics is that social events are driven by 
collective social mood; and not the other way around.’ 

‘Umm, that may have been a bit too succinct,’ suggested Melissa 
with a blank but almost amused face. 

I smiled. 
‘Well, socionomics suggests that social events do not affect 

social mood; rather social mood causes social events. War and 
terrorism do not create distress and anxiety amongst people. Instead, 
distressed and anxious people create the conditions that lead to war 
and terrorism. Similarly, a booming stock market does not improve 
people’s mood, but people’s improving mood causes the stock 
market to rise.’ 

Melissa presented a sceptical frown. ‘But that’s not right. When 
my investments plummet I get depressed. Not the other way around. 
That’s how it works.’ 

‘No, that’s how you think it works. In reality you were depressed 
before. Everyone was. People were slightly uneasy all round and 
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stopped investing. And that’s why stock prices took a dive. 
‘People like to believe that they individually make informed and 

rational decisions, but, in fact, when interacting as part of a group, 
they herd. It’s rather ironic, but when people are free to do as they 
please, what they usually do is imitate each other. And so, from this 
herd there is an emergent behaviour.’ I took a moment to lick my 
dry lips. It’s rare I find myself talking this much. I continued. 
‘Society itself has a mood, a psychological state, which is the 
aggregate of all those individuals that constitute it. And it governs 
everything that happens from politics to popular music.’ 

‘So, you’ve turned things on their head. How is that of any use?’ 
I was becoming animated, my excitement showing. It’s sad – I 

know. ‘Well, because social mood follows a pattern. It –’ I stopped. 
I was becoming rather self-conscious. ‘Sorry, is ... is all this 
relevant?’ 

These are exactly the kind of protracted monologues I try to 
avoid in polite company. I am sufficiently socially aware to 
understand just how mind-numbing one’s interests and occupations 
can be to those who are not like-minded. I am constantly surprised 
by how many people are not so enlightened. Like Trevor in my 
office who wears sandals – over socks – and knitted jumpers with 
garish patterns that seem to not be tuned in properly; and who will, 
in happy ignorance, update anyone standing by the drinks machine 
with every last detail of the continuing construction of the privet 
hedges around the station of his model railway. 

Trust me, when someone asks how your weekend was, they’re 
just being polite. They don’t actually want to know. 

Melissa, however, seemed peculiarly interested. Maybe I’d got 
my chat up routine all wrong at all those unsuccessful uni parties. 

‘Carry on,’ she urged. 
‘OK. Yes, social mood follows a pattern governed by what’s 

called the Elliott Wave Principle.’ 
Melissa looked at me blankly, so I endeavoured to elucidate. 
‘Ralph Elliott discovered the pattern when studying the stock 

markets at the start of the last century. He discovered that the same 
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pattern is seen at whatever scale you use: over an hour, or a day, or a 
hundred years. It’s repeated within itself at every level. As a 
consequence he actually discovered a fractal pattern decades before 
Mandelbrot coined the term and took the credit, but, umm, that 
really isn’t relevant.’ 

I was getting a little carried away, it was true. It’s surprising how 
excited you can get about your dull, boring job when explaining it to 
someone who knows nothing about it, and who actually seems to 
want to. You get some kind of superiority buzz pulsing through your 
circuits. 

‘Here.’ I held out a hand toward the stylus Melissa was fiddling 
with and she handed it to me. I slid the tablet in my direction and 
scrawled on it a zigzagging wave. The result was like the jagged 
profile of a mountain, with five zigs and zags travelling up to the 
apex on the left and three coming down the other side. 

‘This is an Elliott Wave. Many years after it was first applied to 
the stock market, it was discovered that it’s equally applicable to 
social mood, which isn’t surprising as it’s based on the Fibonacci 
sequence which is virtually ubiquitous in nature, from DNA to plant 
physiology.’ There I go again, rambling like a mad professor. I 
sliced a hand through the air to cut myself off. ‘Anyway, the upshot 
of this is that social mood can be forecasted. And if social mood 
causes social events then –’ 

I left it hanging, and Melissa was paying attention enough to bite. 
‘You can forecast social events.’ 
‘Right. Economics, politics, religion, art, fashion – you name it. 

But, to this end, it’s paramount to accurately gauge the current 
social mood to enable us to extrapolate into the future. The point is, 
money doesn’t make the world go round, people do. So we need to 
know what they’re thinking. You see?’ 

‘Oddly, I believe I do. But what’s your role in all this?’ She tilted 
her head in a questioning fashion. 

‘Demand forecasting, just as it implies, is concerned with 
predicting the demand for certain products in the future. One of our 
clients is a distiller. Do you know how long it takes them to distil 
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their whiskey?’ 
‘How long?’ 
‘Fifteen years. That’s a long time. They need to know how much 

whiskey people will want to drink in one-and-a-half decades’ time. 
That isn’t easy, so they come to us and we do a forecast for them. 

‘We know what the next craze in children’s toys is going to be. 
We tell the car companies what you’ll want to drive in three years’ 
time so they can begin developing them now. 

‘We predict the future. We know what you want before you do 
and we do it by watching. So that’s why I watch and that’s why I 
find it interesting when a woman transforms from sophisticated 
banking professional to street grunge in a matter of days. It makes 
me wonder why. It makes me wonder if others are going to do the 
same.’ 

There was a pause that seemed to carry more consequence than 
any that had preceded it. Maybe it was the way that Melissa was 
sitting back in her chair casually playing with a stray lock of hair, as 
if she were waiting for me to continue rather than preparing her next 
line of interrogation. For a moment I saw her as a small child 
waiting for the next chapter of her favourite book being read to her 
by a parent. A fresh glint of knowing in her eye suggested that she 
knew every word that was to come. And in fact, although I didn’t 
know it then, something had fallen into place in Melissa’s mind that 
was about to send my life down a new path. I’d reached a fork in the 
line and she was waiting in the signal box, ready to throw the lever. 

Melissa picked up the tablet before her and started scrawling 
notes with her stylus. I puffed my thousandth sigh of the evening. 
After a moment Melissa placed the tablet back before her and slid it 
slightly in my direction, trying too hard to be nonchalant about it. 
Then she rose and stretched her back. I didn’t need my first-year 
course in behavioural psychology to recognise her ambivalence. I 
glanced down at the tablet as Melissa set about pacing the room. 
Just before the backlight faded I made out the upside-down words 
on it: ‘I need your help!’ 

This day was just getting weirder and weirder. My cerebrum had 
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packed up and gone home for the day about an hour ago, and with 
what was left I was struggling to make any kind of sense of why the 
homicide detective who arrested me was now covertly asking for my 
help – during the interview. 

‘Moving away from your work,’ Melissa began, as if, in fact, 
everything was quite normal. ‘There are some other facts you need 
to be aware of.’ 

I vaguely hmmed a questioning response at her whilst I tried to 
assimilate whatever facts I could get a handle on. 

Melissa headed over to the water fountain in the corner of the 
room and filled two plastic cups. She placed one on the table in 
front of me. 

‘There is another reason why you are a suspect,’ she said. ‘You 
are connected to the case in another way.’  

She sat down opposite me and leaned forward as if she was about 
to tell me a secret, which was unlikely considering the four video 
cameras in the corners of the room, the two microphones on the 
table and the suspiciously reflective walls.  

‘You’re connected to someone else that disappeared – five years 
ago. Another missing person that stayed missing.’ 

‘Hmm?’ I was still not quite back to reality, which was a shame 
considering what was about to happen next. 

‘The name of that person,’ she whispered, ‘is River Golding.’ 
Bang. That name from the past drilled through me like a silver 

stake. My head snapped up to face Melissa as I stumbled to my feet, 
knocking over my chair. I stepped backwards hoping the truth of the 
situation wouldn’t follow me. Somehow it managed to keep up. 
Remarkable thing, the speed of truth. Then my whole body started 
blurring and my vision shook – or something like that – and I melted 
into a gibbering pool of Lleyton Quinn on the floor. 



 
 
 

����
 
 
 
 
I visited Joe’s Place that evening – after feeding a somewhat 

grouchy cat. It’s a great place.  
If you look hard enough about the city you can find tiny bubbles 

of reality, lurking in dark corners, trying to hide from the raging 
whirlwind of commercialism that rushes relentlessly down the city 
street, rattling at the doors, requesting to be invited in. Like the big 
bad wolf it huffs and it puffs, and if you can resist getting blown 
away by it then you’re a very clever pig indeed. Joe was a clever 
pig, and this was his place. 

It is a real place with real people. It isn’t coated in a thick layer 
of promotional pap of the multinational conglomerate: the menu 
isn’t rendered in neon; you can’t super-size anything; and the meals 
are not Happy, or Sad, or of any other disposition – they are just 
meals. Even the seasonal decorations were mercifully understated. 

In a city where an establishment cannot survive unless it’s open 
at least twenty six hours a day, Joe’s has to be many things to many 
people: a bar, a coffee shop, a restaurant, a portal. It’s a place that 
can be what you want it to be and, more importantly, it’s a place 
where you can be who you want to be. It boasts a large cross section 
of life – real life – and that makes it a place I like to be. 

The bartender gave me a nod and a smile as he saw me enter, and 
I raised my head in acknowledgement. That was Joe D’Ovidio, the 
owner. He was of Italian descent, but one of the good guys – I think. 
I pulled up a high barstool at the far end of the bar. From here I had 
a good view of most of the place and a good view out of the large 
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windows onto the ever-busy street. 
Joe approached me. 
‘What can I get you, old friend?’ he asked. 
‘Something long.’ 
‘Long and comforting or long and sorrow-drowning?’ 
‘Lets start with comforting and see how we go.’ I considered the 

heaviness of my eyelids. ‘Make it a coffee. A latte … with chocolate 
on top.’ 

‘I’ve told you before, you don’t have chocolate on latte, you have 
it on cappuccino.’ 

‘For heck’s sake, have I even got to follow rules when I drink my 
coffee? Don’t you ever get bored of convention?’ 

‘Conventions have become so for good reason.’ 
‘Look, it’s chocolate. It tastes good on anything.’ 
‘Heretic.’ 
‘Yeah, I’m one crazy ass dude. Now give me a latte with 

chocolate on top.’ 
‘Pah.’ 
I would never have the courage to admit to him that all coffee 

tastes pretty much the same to me anyway. My palate is not the most 
sophisticated in the world. Categorising a substance into the correct 
food group is about all I can hope for. When drinking coffee I 
choose latte for purely volume-based reasons. Espresso, now there’s 
a pointless substance. Anything served in a thimble I do not class as 
a beverage. 

Joe set about ninety seconds of mesmerising coffee-making 
activity, utilising at least two-dozen different utensils: grinding, 
frothing, stirring, pouring and, thankfully, sprinkling. The result: a 
single cup of coffee and a great deal of washing-up. The world is an 
odd place. Joe placed a tall mug of latte in front of me. The mug 
was about half-a-foot in height and its base was half the diameter of 
the brim, which placed its centre-of-gravity about two thirds the way 
up. I took hold of it firmly with two hands in case a passing fly 
decided to flap its wings in the general direction. 

Just in time I recognised my apparent insanity and slid the drink 
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back in Joe’s direction for a kick of something more fitting with my 
day.  

‘Stick a double whiskey in it would you?’ 
The look of horror on his face was a little overplayed I thought. I 

successfully cut him down with my stare before any words left his 
agape mouth, and he complied with my request despite his obvious 
desire to begin the manufacturing process of this entirely new drink 
from scratch. 

‘So, woman trouble?’ Joe enquired. 
‘You could say that.’ 
‘What did she do? Reject you, cheat on you or dump you?’ 
‘Arrest me,’ I said flatly without the slightest edge of drama. 
‘Ah yeah, that can be a bummer too,’ he played along. Then with 

greater exigency: ‘Arrest you? What the hell have you done?’ 
‘Nothing.’ 
‘What does she think you’ve done?’ 
I thought about this for a while. ‘Well, nothing. I think.’ 
‘You’re not making a lot of sense here buddy.’ 
So I explained the situation. I explained about Tara Greene and 

how I had followed her. I explained that she had disappeared and 
that I had got arrested. Then I explained about Melissa. 

Melissa. I couldn’t figure her out – not completely. The 
circumstances didn’t really lend themselves to being figured out. 
She had asked me for my help. Me. Me, who she was questioning as 
a suspect. In what world would that make any kind of sense? I didn’t 
know. And what troubled me more was that I wasn’t sure whether I 
wanted to know or not. 

Shortly after my wibbly episode at the interview I had been 
released without charge. A uniformed police officer came to collect 
me for processing, and as I was about to part company with Melissa 
she surreptitiously pressed her business card into my palm. I took it 
without saying a word, just exchanging a brief glance, assuming it to 
be a symbolic gesture in a situation where Melissa could not speak 
freely. 

Now, sitting at Joe’s bar, my fingers idly toyed with the card as 
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my mind toyed with my current predicament. It was a pretty flash 
card with a custom animation running along the bottom and a 
hologram of Melissa staring up at me. 

‘Don’t even think about it,’ Joe said. ‘It’s got entrapment written 
all over it.’ 

It took me a moment to register the statement. ‘Huh?’ 
‘Listen, they’re trying to make you out as some kind of obsessive 

woman stalker. So whether this lady of yours is genuine or not, it’s 
not gonna be a clever move to go phoning up the pretty young 
detective that arrested you. And you know it, si?’ 

He was right. I did know it. 
My mind was numb, which concerned me. It wasn’t paying full 

respect to the gravity of the situation. The gravity was of planetary 
proportions that Newton would be proud of but my mind was 
floating around like it was in space. Maybe I was just tired. 

I needed to find some stuff out. I moved over to a seat with a 
portal. It was in a private little one-man cubicle, which was rather 
ironic because accessing the net was about as public a thing you 
could do these days. 

I can’t really imagine what life must’ve been like before the net. 
But then, as time goes by, it becomes more and more difficult for 
people to comprehend human history at all; how people in the past 
possibly coped without things that now seem intrinsic to our 
existence. Paper-clips, forks, ironing-boards, Post-It Notes. Oh, and 
other fairly useful stuff like electricity and telephones and 
aeroplanes. How can you possibly control an empire across an entire 
continent when your fastest method of communication has legs? 
Don’t think about it too hard or your head will come off. 

When my dad was young there was no net, so that makes it 
barely tangible to me. OK, maybe not tangible, but I at least believe 
it’s true. 

It’s come a long way since then. There is not a single shred of 
noteworthy information known by humans that is not on a computer 
somehow hooked up to the net – and noteworthy information 
accounts for about one tenth of one percent of the total. It’s a 
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colossal quantity of data that no simile could do justice.  
And with this colossal quantity of data came the need for a new 

breed of digital animal that no one only a decade before could have 
conceived of: the search engine. Searching the entire combined 
knowledge of humanity – twelve billion web pages – in a fifth of a 
second. This way, too, insanity lies, so don’t try to comprehend it. 
It’s clever shit. I don’t understand it, but it’s true, so I just have to 
accept it. 

If knowledge is power then when the net came along suddenly 
everyone on the planet got a boatload of power on their desks. And 
power isn’t something you want to bestow upon everyone. It was 
like dishing out nice shiny nuclear missiles for people to look after, 
and asking them to kindly not press the big green ‘Go’ button. 

Somebody pressed it. 
To be frank, the Olympic massacre was a bloody mess. As 

massacres tend to be. It’s a sad fact that terrorists rarely spare a 
thought for the caretakers. And it’s true that the terrorists couldn’t 
have begun to dream of orchestrating such a plot without the net as a 
tool. First for extensive research and data gathering; then for covert, 
high-speed communication between affiliates; and finally for mass 
disruption at the time of the attack. 

It made the governments of the world sit up like they’d never sat 
up before. Headboards were rattling in politicians’ mistresses’ 
bedrooms the world over when the news broke that night – due to all 
the sitting up rather than the usual salacious reasons. 

It didn’t take long for the governments to conclude that there was 
only one thing for it: seize control of the net. Sod freedom of 
speech. Sod privacy rights. Unless the world wanted to see another 
generation of world-class athletes razed to ash then this was the way 
it had to be. 

Every server, every bearer, every service provider and every 
search engine came under the control of the government. The net 
was shut down, rationalised, repackaged and rebranded. The entire 
infrastructure that was once the net became simply known as G. 

It was essentially still the same beast, but now the governments 
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of the world claimed jurisdiction over all its content and had the 
power to monitor every byte of communication that flowed through 
its optical veins. 

Of course, then the Clandestines came along, but I’ll tell you 
about them later – if it’s relevant. 

The idea is that much of the data on computers hooked up to G is 
securely cocooned away behind firewalls and passwords and hash 
functions and quantum encryption. But no security is better than the 
man who invented it, and everyone has flaws. The upshot is that if 
there is a piece of information out there and you are smart enough – 
or rich enough to pay someone who is smart enough – then you can 
access it. I wasn’t smart enough – or rich enough – but I was gonna 
have a go anyway. Hopefully, what I needed wasn’t buried too deep. 

After an hour of trawling G I had discovered two gems of 
information: (1) Melissa Keller was a homicide detective working in 
the City; and (2) she was once an infant human female. Wow! See 
how useful G is? 

Despite this virtually comprehensive personal profile, I didn’t 
feel I had discovered quite enough about Melissa Keller to better 
judge whether I should endeavour to help her. 

In just such times of extreme indecision I feel that there is only 
one appropriate thing to do. Nothing. 

�  �  �  �  �  

The next evening the decision was taken out of my hands when 
the doorbell rang. I wasn’t expecting the doorbell to ring. Partly 
because the doorbell never rings and partly because I was running 
through a twelfth-century gothic cathedral in northern Europe, 
decimating heathens with a laser rocket launcher. The intrusion 
totally shattered my suspension of disbelief and brought me back to 
reality with a ding-dong. 

I unhooked myself from my immersim and made my way to the 
door of my apartment. I answered it to find Melissa standing before 
me. 

‘What a pleasant surprise.’  
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She ignored my sarcasm. ‘I’m not here officially.’ 
‘I think the laws of reality would disagree.’ 
‘I mean I’m not here as a cop,’ she said and paused long enough 

for me to not invite her in. ‘I need your help.’ 
My eye’s narrowed. ‘So you said before. But I don’t understand. 

How do you need my help?’ 
‘I know it sounds unlikely, but I think you can help me get to the 

bottom of what’s going on here.’ 
‘Well in case you haven’t noticed that’s a cop’s job and I’m not a 

cop. You have a whole station full of those a couple of blocks down. 
I remember quite vividly from yesterday. They all had nice shiny 
badges and bits of doughnut in their moustaches.’ 

It was apparent that Melissa wasn’t enjoying my particular brand 
of humour. I didn’t let it trouble me. 

‘That might be so, but I made the decision that it ceased being a 
cop’s job when my partner disappeared. Now I don’t know who to 
trust back there. I don’t know who I can believe. Who’s trying to 
help me, who’s trying to stab me in the back – more literally than I 
care to imagine.’ Her voice began to crackle with signs of distress. 

‘And what makes you think you can trust me?’ I said, more 
sincerely this time. 

‘Nothing. The truth is I don’t know if I can trust you, but I can at 
least have a modicum of hope that you’re not trying to deceive me 
because … because you didn’t even know me before I arrested you; 
because you’d rather not have anything to do with me; because the 
only reason you haven’t slammed the door in my face already is 
because you’re too polite. Believe me, with my current paranoia of 
people’s intentions, the fact that you want nothing to do with me is 
very reassuring.’ 

I paused for a moment. She was obviously in distress, but I knew 
that helping her wouldn’t be the brightest of moves. Did that make 
me a bad person? It certainly didn’t make me an unbounded altruist.  

‘Listen, I’m sorry to hear of your predicament, really I am, but 
you can’t just go around arresting people for murder one day and 
asking them for help the next. It’s just not the best way to begin a 
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relationship.’ 
‘It’s not my preferred method I assure you, but there is nowhere 

else I can turn.’ 
I sighed. ‘I can’t. For all I know there is a van full of cops out 

there listening to every word I say, and this is all just an act to get 
close to me and get information out of me.’ 

‘But, you said yourself, you can’t incriminate yourself if you’ve 
done nothing wrong.’ 

‘Well, I just changed my mind. I can incriminate myself plenty 
with a bit of selective editing from you guys. Listen, you may be 
having a bit of a trust issue in your life at the moment, but look at 
this little situation from my point of view. I’ve probably already said 
too much.’ 

I didn’t move and nor did she. I let out a long breath in 
contemplation. At the lightning speed at which the brain works I 
tried to analyse the situation. I looked into her eyes. They were stern 
but they shimmered ever so slightly with an inner weakness. I did 
believe her and I knew I could trust my judgment on these matters, 
but the rationalist inside me did not let the issue be decided that 
easily. 

‘Just one hour of your time,’ she appealed. ‘Just give me one 
hour and you’ll understand. If you’re worried you’ll incriminate 
yourself then don’t talk. You don’t need to talk, just listen. Just hear 
me out.’ She paused. ‘Come on, I thought you could read people. 
What does your skill tell you about me? Am I lying?’ 

‘If I told you what I thought about you, then I’d be at a 
disadvantage.’ 

‘Oh, for God’s sake, this is not a game. This is real life. Tell me.’ 
‘OK, I think you’re genuine –’ 
‘Then hear me out!’ 
‘– but the logical side of me says this isn’t right.’ 
‘I know you think you can tell the future, like you’re some kinda 

prophet. You think you know how people act, what they do and say, 
what they want to wear or eat or drive. But there are some things 
that just don’t follow one of your little schemas for the future. 
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Moreover, there are some things happening right now which you 
wouldn’t even imagine as a possibility. I know; I’ve seen them.’ 

She raised her arms in desperation. ‘I know I’m a cop and I know 
you’re not. I know I arrested you in connection with a 
disappearance. I know I’m here a day later asking for your help to 
solve that same crime. I know that this doesn’t make any kind of 
sense, but trust me when I say it will. I’m asking you to go out on a 
limb here and listen to what I’ve got to say.’ 

I considered this for a moment.  

�  �  �  �  �  

I grew up in the country. It seems such a long time ago now that 
it’s hard to believe that the country still exists, but I think it does. 
That little lane behind my parents’ house that wound its way up to 
the farm on top of the hill. It’s probably still there. 

About half way up there was a disused railway track that was 
totally shaded under a canopy of trees. My friends used to scare 
themselves pretty good walking along there. The ground was 
covered with a leafy vine plant that I remember as ivy, but I don’t 
know if ivy grows on the ground. It reached up and strangled the 
trunks of the trees and it carpeted the floor, completely obfuscating 
where your feet fell. 

At the end of the track there was a field. Our field. It was just a 
small field, but it was out of sight of any of the farm buildings, so if 
we couldn’t hear any tractors nearby then it was safe to play. The 
field flowed with tall wheat that at the end of the summer would be 
harvested for straw. The straw was probably destined for the stables 
as it was baled into brick-shape bales rather than large cylinders as 
most crops were. We could just about lift one bale between two of 
us. So, we’d pair off and stack them up to build mock trenches for 
our little battle re-enactments: usually me and Danny versus Stig 
and Ant. We’d shelter behind the bales and pull up the stumps of the 
grass to use as mortar shells that we’d fling high into the air toward 
our adversaries. 

We were just as boys were: always scooting up trees, and 
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jumping in rivers and generally getting into mischief. Though, I 
wasn’t quite as impulsively gung-ho as my friends. They’d be off 
without a second thought for any of the limbs or organs they might 
find useful in later life. I would always hang back until they’d tested 
the water, as it were. 

A year before, I had broken my ankle playing football. It was still 
a fair degree larger than the other one from all the scar tissue. And it 
was sore occasionally when I landed on it badly. So that partly 
explains things, but it wasn’t all of it. I was just a peculiarly cautious 
kid: always saw the danger in things. Where there was danger. 

Yet where there was nothing to fear I was the most intrepid kid 
around: never worried by all those silly little things that kids, even 
adults, are afraid of. Spiders, they didn’t trouble me – I’d pick them 
up in my hands, even the big ones. I knew there was nothing under 
my bed at night, whatever stories my big sister had tried to freak me 
out with. I never needed the landing light left on or a gap in the 
curtains. Hell, I could even walk through a wood in the dark and not 
be afraid. 

I guess all this explains a lot of why what happened that day did. 
This particular day, the wheat field hadn’t yet been harvested so I 

suggested we head on down the hill to the levels. 
‘I ain’t going down there,’ Stig said. ‘Not when the festival’s on.’ 
It was a brilliant summer’s day. They always were as a kid; or is 

that just how you remember it? You could see the festival clearly 
from the hillside. No detail, just a speckled area in the patchwork of 
the countryside, sprawling out over tens of acres. It was there every 
year for the most part of a week, but our parents would never hear a 
word spoke of it. That was only ever going to lead to one thing. 

‘There ain’t nothing to worry about,’ I reassured. ‘It’s just a 
festival.’ 

‘But they say it’s a witches’ festival,’ Stig protested. 
‘Whoever heard of witches listening to rock music?’ I just kept 

walking. ‘And if it is witches, that can do magic and stuff, then why 
do they need such a big fence to keep people out?’ 

Ant decided to speak up: ‘But it is real secret and all Lleyt. Why 
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would it be so secret? Something strange must go on there.’ 
‘All the more reason for an investigation.’ I grinned. The others 

were starting to lag a bit so I turned to face them and stopped. 
‘Come on. Danny, what do you say?’ 

I could usually rely on Danny to side with me. Danny was quite a 
short kid, with an even covering of ginger spiky hair and freckles to 
match. He was one of those misunderstood kids. Largely dismissed 
as a slightly odd child who wouldn’t amount to anything, and who 
the girls would certainly offer a wide berth. Yet, if you got to know 
him, you’d come to realise there was the makings of a real smart 
brain inside that head of his. 

‘I guess it’d be all right if we just had a look,’ he suggested 
cautiously. 

‘Yeah, just a look,’ I lied. ‘Come on.’ 
What I didn’t tell them was that I’d been down to the festival site 

a couple of days before. I’d navigated the entire length of the 
perimeter, which was quite some way. The perimeter itself consisted 
of two fences: a barrier about chest-height to me, and inside it a 
solid metal fence about ten feet high. Between the two was a track-
way for vehicle patrols. There were also lookout posts stationed at 
regular intervals around the perimeter. All-in-all it was clear that the 
organisers, whoever they were, did not wish for any uninvited 
guests. I, of course, did not concern myself with the organiser’s 
wishes. I was looking for a way in, and I found it. 

There was a small stream that ran through the site, which 
emerged on the far side, with respect to the entrances, where the site 
edged onto a wood. In order to build the perimeter fences over the 
stream, the organisers had laid a concrete conduit in the stream, 
probably some years before. 

This year there had been hardly any rain all summer. Hence, the 
stream was practically dried up. The conduit had nothing more than 
a few sodden leaves and muck in it. It was only a foot and a half 
across but I knew I could get through it. 

I led the other three there. 
‘No way Lleyton. I ain’t going anywhere near that.’ Stig started 
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to back away nervously. 
‘He’s right.’ Ant seconded. ‘You don’t know what’s on the other 

side of that fence. Come on, stop fooling around.’ 
The sun was getting low by then and we were in the shade of the 

woods. That was probably freaking them out as much as the festival. 
‘Look, you don’t have to come through. Just wait for me here, 

yeah? I won’t be any time at all.’ 
The other three huddled together like they were standing in the 

headmaster’s office. 
‘I ... I don’t know, Lleyt.’ Danny was worried too. 
‘Five minutes, I promise. Stay here.’ 
I wasn’t giving them an option. 
I scrambled down the bank of the ditch and without hesitation I 

was on my hands and knees in the pipe. 
Thirty seconds later, a hand reached in from the other end and 

yanked me out, and I let out a genuine scream of fear as I caught 
sight of the face of its owner. 

�  �  �  �  �  

That name, River Golding, had brought up memories of the past; 
memories I didn’t wish to pursue right now as I stood out on my 
apartment balcony. I had more pressing matters to entertain. I shook 
my mind into the present. 

The way I see it is that we’re all slaves to a future generation, 
everyone since the beginning of human civilisation. Every 
generation has survived its hardships in order that its children inherit 
a better world. And sure enough with every generation comes a 
better standard of living. No plagues; no famine; no world wars; no 
eleven-year-olds toiling in cotton mills or up chimneys to earn 
enough pennies to feed their families. Instead, an education, 
healthcare, foreign holidays, immersion simulators and vibra ovens. 

And maybe one day we’ll achieve the utopian dream. A time 
when life finally presents only the pursuit of pleasure and 
enjoyment. But, for that future utopian generation to ever be born, 
we, the current generation, must survive the hand that we are dealt, 
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just as every generation has before us. Until that utopian dream is 
realised, every generation will have its cross to bear, and as I stood 
over the busy city streets, ours was all too apparent. 

It was late but the city hummed with life. Six lanes of traffic 
flowed inexorably down the main street at the speed of gridlock. 
Huge towers reached into the night sky, a light at every window. 
People scurried in all directions, in and out of office blocks and 
bustling shops and cafés and bars. This is where we live, work and 
play. This is the city that never sleeps in a world that never sleeps. 

We can’t. It is the age of the capitalist. We are all capitalists 
now; we have no choice. Society has deemed what we should want 
from life. We want security and we want success. We want to do 
better than the next man. We want career progression, promotions, 
pay rises, bigger apartment, better car. That’s what we must strive 
for. 

But we don’t want that. We don’t want to get stuck in that rut, 
yet we’re too afraid to be different. I wasn’t the only one to wish for 
something different. Something other than this dull grey 
monotonous world of office blocks and flyovers and subways and 
work work work. A life beyond these human hives. 

And the saddest thing was, I’d always known my route to that 
life. I’m a thinker. I have ideas. And I’d always wanted to share 
them, always wanted to commit those ideas to words – to write. Yet, 
so far this dream had only made my life duller. I spent my evenings 
walking the streets alone or sitting at my terminal, and nothing 
happened, no words formed. 

I couldn’t write anymore. The story of why is a long one, and one 
for another time, but essentially it boils down to one thing. In fact, 
many of the world’s troubles boil down to one thing – faith. No one 
has faith anymore. Not in themselves and not in anything else. Save 
for those fanatical few in the East. They have faith and they have 
drive and direction because of it. But it’s the kind of faith that lends 
them to exploding their own squidgy bits through the fuselages of 
passenger jets. Surely that’s not a good kind of faith? 

Those in the West don’t have faith. Science did away with that in 
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the eyes of many. We can describe the creation of the universe: 
break down the sequence of events during every nanosecond after 
the big bang. We can describe the creation of life itself: every step 
of the process from a freak spark in an amino acid chain to the rich 
diversity of life today. Why then should people have faith in a God? 

Maybe they shouldn’t. But then, why not in themselves? 
Without faith we are a bunch of automata. Without faith we don’t 

take risks. Don’t take risks to break free from the mould. I wouldn’t 
take the risk of giving up my job to become a writer. And that may 
one day make me a very bitter person. 

Yet there was another question that often struck me; one that was 
even more puzzling than why we have no faith to succeed. That is, 
why are we so afraid to fail? It seems obvious, until you stop to 
think about it. 

I contemplated all this as I paced to and fro, getting damper and 
damper from the drizzly rain, and it led me to only one conclusion. 

A long time ago, as a child, I took a risk. It wound up bad, real 
bad. I never really recovered from that and as such I’d been walking 
the safe path ever since. Moving to the City was probably the 
biggest risk I’d taken, and that really was stretching the concept of 
risk. 

That risk as a child may have turned out bad but it ended up as a 
crucial defining moment in my life, and without definition we are 
merely amorphous drones. I suddenly realised. That wasn’t good 
enough. 

It was time to take another risk. It was time to help someone. 
Which was fortunate, as that someone was sitting on my sofa. 



 
 
 

������
 
 
 
 
I looked back into my apartment from the balcony where I stood. 

Melissa was perched timorously on my sofa, still wrapped in winter 
clothing. The dynamic of our relationship had completely about-
faced in a matter of a day – and I wasn’t sure I preferred it this way. 
Whichever way I looked at it, the ball was very much in my court 
now, and I never was very good at darts. 

I stepped into the room, sliding the door shut behind me, and 
walked contemplatively toward Melissa. As I approached she freed 
herself from scarf and coat and gloves. 

 I didn’t sit down, didn’t say anything. I just stood there 
motionless, looking into Melissa’s expectant eyes. As I did so we 
both dished out handfuls of respect for the pervading silence that 
parried around us victoriously. Silence is a formidable opponent – 
one that requires strength of character to break. And for a time 
neither of us had the will to challenge it. 

Yet, I knew it had to be me. 
For the past twenty-four hours a question had been swirling 

around deep inside me. I had not dared let it solidify into a tangible 
thought, as I knew it would be an uncomfortable one. But, the time 
had come, and slowly I allowed it to bubble to the surface through a 
mind viscous with heavy thoughts. My synapses tingled with 
foreboding anticipation, like I’d just delved my hand into scalding 
water and was waiting for the pain to arrive. 

‘River Golding,’ I said eventually with a rasp in my voice. And 
with just those two words came the searing pain. But I didn’t allow 
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it to overcome me. ‘River Golding is dead. He ... died that night.’ 
‘Yes,’ Melissa confirmed. 
I didn’t understand. ‘But you said he disappeared.’ 
‘Not he – she. His daughter.’ 
‘Daughter?’ 
‘She was born shortly after he died, and was given his name.’ 
It took a moment to sink in. Generally, things were sinking about 

as fast as a ship on dry land. 
‘I ... didn’t know that.’ 
‘No, I guessed you didn’t.’ 
I took a step to one side, just to be more alone with my thoughts. 

Did this mean anything? The fact that he’d had a daughter all this 
time. Should that affect me? Should I care? No, I guessed I 
shouldn’t. Not really. 

‘And what you also don’t know,’ Melissa continued, ‘is that she 
disappeared five years ago, shortly after moving to the City.’ 

I nodded my head torpidly, still facing away, losing myself in a 
landscape of magnolia satin finish. My head was vacant – and its 
former occupant did not seem overly keen on reapplying for the 
position anytime soon. Melissa noticed the distance in my face. 

‘Thanks for doing this,’ she said, timidly, as if just for filler. 
I snapped back with a little more hostility than I intended. ‘I’m 

not doing anything. I’m just listening, remember?’ I caught myself 
and took the edge off my tone. ‘So give me something to listen to.’ 

‘Fine,’ she responded with a coolness borne in response to my 
own aggression. ‘But first you can read.’ 

She reached down and produced a newspaper from her bag and 
slapped it down on the coffee table in front of me. She pointed to the 
main article on the page. 

The headline read: CITY POLICE BAFFLED OVER DISAPPEARANCE OF 

COP. I read on: 
 

Police are said to be growing increasingly concerned for the 
safety of their missing colleague Detective Sergeant Todd 
Seeker, who disappeared last week. In an ironic twist of fate, the 
detective, who was investigating a number of disappearances in 
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the city, has himself been added to the list of missing persons. 
There is speculation that his disappearance is linked to the 

cases he was investigating, and that it may be the work of a 
serial killer. Yesterday, a police spokesperson refused to 
comment on this matter but was keen to assure the public that all 
possibilities were being considered.  
 
Before I could read further, Melissa spoke. ‘That’s my partner – 

was my partner – Todd. He’s missing too, as of a week ago.’ 
‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I said – not that I really meant it. It’s 

hard though, isn’t it? To empathise with someone you’ve just met. 
To care about the whereabouts of someone you don’t know. That’s 
the way we are. We look after our own. Sometimes to the detriment 
of others. 

When you rubber-neck past a pile-up on the motorway, you 
aren’t doing so to appease your own concern over these strangers’ 
wellbeing; you are trying to snatch a glimpse for pure entertainment 
purposes. As sick as that sounds, it’s the way it has to be. If we 
harboured compassion for the entire population then we’d never 
claw ourselves beyond despair and depression. Sometimes, it 
troubles me that I don’t lose sleep over families starving in the third 
world, or kids getting their limbs blown off by landmines of a war 
that wasn’t theirs. It troubles me – and then I finish my cornflakes 
and go to work. 

Melissa continued. ‘And between Miss Golding and Todd, five 
years and a whole stack more vanishing people.’ 

‘But ... surely, that’s not unusual,’ I said. 
‘So everyone keeps telling me.’ She sighed and slid herself back 

into a more reclined position. As she was preparing to continue, I 
idly wandered to the edge of the room and tapped a control panel on 
the wall. The theme of the pictures around the room fluttered from 
Alpine Mist to Sunset Beach – a warmer theme for an evening of a 
chilling nature. 

 ‘OK, I’ll keep it simple. People disappear, true. It happens. We 
just have to live with it. But – and this is the important ‘but’ – most 
of them turn up again. Whether it be dead in a ditch or alive-‘n’-
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surfing off the coast of Malibu. It’s rare for the missing to stay 
missing. Even in a city this size – ten-million people – we would 
expect there to be less than a hundred people that vanish without a 
trace each year.’ 

I placed a glass tumbler in front of Melissa that I’d speculatively 
filled with gin and tonic, and waited for her to continue. I knew 
what was coming. She sat forward to emphasize the importance of 
her forthcoming revelation. ‘Yet, every year, for the last five years, 
there has been three times that number.’ 

I nodded and pouted an acknowledgement of curiosity, but I was 
far from exploding with horror. 

‘Statistically significant, maybe. But statistics don’t count for 
much, not where people are involved. I should know. I make a 
living out of selling them. Statistics, that is, not people.’ 

I could sense that Melissa was growing slightly agitated by my 
nonchalance. 

‘Look, I’m not an idiot Mr Quinn. Nor was my partner. It’s not 
about numbers, not any more. The numbers just make it scary.’ She 
took a moment to calm herself as I continued to pace. ‘There’s a lot 
you don’t know yet but, trust me, when you do, you’ll realise that 
this is –’ she searched for the word ‘– significant. I can’t express 
that strongly enough.’ 

To be completely frank I wasn’t much liking the sound of this. 
Her plea for assistance was not going to win any awards in the 
category of Enticing Invitations. Personally, I prefer ones with a 
central theme of a nice meal, maybe some theatre. Rarely am I 
tempted by serial disappearances. 

I rubbed my face in my hands and dragged a finger under each of 
my bleary eyes. Then I paced over to Melissa and rested both my 
hands on the back of the armchair opposite her. 

‘And you want me to get hooked up in all of this?’ I put it to her 
straight. 

She said nothing, just looked deep into me with mournful eyes. I 
was fast realising what I needed to do. I needed to tell her to go. 
And that was exactly what I was going to do next – as long as 
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something totally unexpected didn’t happen. 
Then something totally unexpected happened. 
Which was ironic.  
And that something involved things getting really very dark 

indeed. Literally, I mean. The lights were out. Everything was out. 
The fluorescents, the wall-pictures, the consoles. And even the 
emergency lighting hadn’t kicked in. 

‘What the f–?’ I interjected rather eloquently as I looked around 
quickly for an explanation. 

I noticed that the darkness wasn’t total. There was light coming 
through the window. I made my way over to it, deftly avoiding any 
unscheduled shin/furniture liaisons. 

‘The rest of the city’s on,’ I said as I looked out. ‘It’s just us.’ 
I slid open the balcony doors and stepped out. There was light 

pooling onto both neighbouring balconies and all those that I could 
see below. 

‘It really is just us,’ I repeated as I stepped back into my 
apartment. Then, through the dimness, I noticed Melissa. She was 
hugging her knees tightly on the sofa and mouthing fearful 
profanities. She looked terrified. 

‘Hey, it’s just a fuse,’ I attempted to reassure. ‘Or something.’ I 
didn’t count myself as much of an electrician. 

She flashed me wide eyes and shook her head sharply as if she 
knew better, and I frowned back at her. But then her silent prophecy 
was confirmed, and to celebrate the fact a short scream jumped out 
of her as if it had a soul of its own. 

What she was screaming at was the fact that all the pictures 
hanging around the room had suddenly flashed back into life. I 
looked around. The pictures were back but everything else was still 
off. At this point I conceded that something a little weird was going 
down. 

And right on cue, things got just that bit weirder. 
The pictures began to cycle through my preset themes, one-by-

one, without instruction from me to do so. Call me a prude but I’m a 
stickler for furnishings in my household not doing things without my 
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say so. If there’s one thing that bugs me it’s being second-guessed 
by my décor. 

Melissa was almost beside herself with panic by this point, which 
I could understand because, to be frank, it was pretty freaky. 
Fortunately, like I told you before, I don’t freak too easily. 

‘Hang on,’ I shouted, as I leapt for my Home System console. 
Tapping away, shortly the lights were back on and the pictures were 
back to normal. I shook my head for a moment trying to grasp what 
was going on. I figured that the only way that could have happened 
was if someone had hacked into my system – if someone was in 
there right now. I really didn’t like the sound of that thought as it 
fizzled through my brain. I acted on it as quickly as I could, shutting 
the system down and so booting out whoever might be in there. 

I turned back to Melissa. She was sobbing on the sofa. I gauged 
that she was exhibiting the response of a persecuted woman, but 
there was no time for comforting. I needed her gone. 

‘Who knows you’re here?’ I said with urgency. 
‘No one,’ she responded with a crackled voice. 
I swore and shook my head. My mind was remarkably clear. The 

first thing I did was stoop down to my phone that was sitting on the 
coffee table in front of Melissa. I turned it off, making sure that she 
noticed. As I hoped, Melissa did likewise. She was shortly going for 
a clandestine stroll, and I guessed she wouldn’t want the 
electromagnetic equivalent of a flashing head. 

‘I think it’s time you left,’ I said as I walked over to the side of 
the room. I fished around in a drawer for something that I didn’t 
often have much use for. When my hand finally came in contact 
with the metal object I was looking for, I turned back to Melissa and 
held it out. ‘Maybe you could do some shopping,’ I suggested, with 
a purposely uncharacteristic inflection. As I said this, I clicked the 
cigarette lighter in my hand a few times and an orange flame popped 
up. ‘What do you reckon?’ I added, raising my eyebrows 
indicatively. 

She was still shaking, but she stood and walked out without 
saying a word. 
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The annoying thing about Igneous clothes stores is that they are 

big, very big. It’s annoying when you’re looking for that special 
item of clothing in a hurry, and it’s particularly annoying when 
you’re looking for that special someone in fear of her life. 

In my opinion, the hint with the cigarette lighter was more than 
adequately blatant. Flame, fire. Fire, Igneous. Blatant. Hopefully, 
Melissa was tuned into my wavelength and had twigged that I’d 
meant to meet her here, else she was probably wandering the streets 
cursing my very existence. 

My thinking was, that it would be best if she was seen leaving on 
her own. Someone knew she was at my apartment and was serious 
enough about scaring me off to rig up that little show with the 
pictures.  So maybe it was best to let them think they’d succeeded.  
But, I also figured, they might have thought to slip a bug on her at 
some point, or even be watching us, so I couldn’t just tell her where 
to meet. 

Considering the seriousness of her potential pursuers, one thing I 
didn’t quite understand was what the hell I was doing here. I 
wouldn’t describe myself as a sucker for a damsel in a dress. And 
she was wearing jeans. 

I found myself in the lingerie department, which made me twitch 
with irritation. There seems to be some universal law that makes it 
impossible for a man to negotiate his way through a department 
store without ending up unwittingly wandering between rows of 
ladies undies like a pervert. I rubbed the two-day-old growth on my 
chin, suddenly feeling extremely grubby and unwholesome 
surrounded by all this blindingly white cotton. 

I wasn’t getting anywhere. It had been half-an-hour since Melissa 
had left my apartment, and I was growing uncommonly concerned. I 
was also growing concerned about how concerned I was growing. 
This really was not my problem. And some resourceful – not to 
mention persuasive – third-party seemed to wholeheartedly agree 
with this analysis. Yet, here I was. If I didn’t know better I’d say 
that Melissa had slipped something in my drink, but I didn’t have 
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any of my drink. It must’ve been something in the air. 
I hadn’t noticed but my nerves were right on edge, for I jumped 

about a foot when there was a tap on my shoulder. I swung round to 
see Melissa standing before me. She was about to open her mouth 
but I quickly put a finger over her lips. Then I gave a gentle tug on 
her top and nodded my head sideways. It was time to get her 
debugged – in an entirely non-software related fashion. 

I grabbed a pair of jeans off a nearby rail and held them up 
against her so that she got the idea. She took one glance at the label 
and then gave me a look like I’d just asked to marry her 
grandmother. I had made some unforgivable waist-size faux pas it 
would seem. So to make amends I offered her a rather short denim 
skirt instead. With that she stomped off to collect up a set of clothes 
herself. As she did so, I scanned the store. I couldn’t see anyone 
obviously paying us undue attention. But then, if they were any 
good, I wouldn’t. 

Both our phones were off, but if anyone had planted a bug on her 
then it could just as easily be a tracker too, which is why we had to 
get rid of it pretty smartish. I hoped I was just being paranoid, but it 
was best to assume the worst. Either way, I wasn’t going to talk to 
her till I knew she was clean. Well, clean of any possible third-party 
devices, that is. I didn’t know what she was carrying herself, but it 
rather looked like I was going to take a chance on that one. 

I jittered impatiently from foot to foot. I thought women were 
supposed to be able to shop for their lives. If so, Melissa should be 
grateful for this opportunity to practise, but she wasn’t really getting 
into the spirit of it. She glanced at me whilst trying to choose 
between a meadow green or salmon pink vest top. I shot her a wide-
eyed expression, which hopefully conveyed the message that getting 
the hell out of here was a sight more important than hue of 
undergarments. And then I made a mental note that ‘Hugh of 
Undergarments’ would be a great title for my next short story, if I 
ever wrote one again. 

As Melissa headed toward the fitting rooms, I shook my head at 
her and indicated the checkout. As far as I was concerned, whatever 
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she was holding right now was absolutely perfect. 
She paid up and then disappeared into a fitting room. About two 

ice-ages later she emerged in her new outfit, not looking overly 
enthused. 

‘You look lovely darling,’ I said, as I grabbed the carrier bag 
from her that now contained her old stuff and looked around for the 
nearest assistant. 

‘I think someone left this here,’ I said, as I held out the bag to the 
chosen girl, who looked at me like I’d just handed her a salmon. 

‘Come on then,’ I said to Melissa and walked off with a hurried 
pace. 

We stepped out into the jostling current of the high-street and let 
ourselves be carried by it. Crowds are good for getting lost in, but 
that applies to the follower just as much as the followed. After a 
short while, we made our way to less busy streets. We didn’t speak. 
I was nervously checking out every person that brushed past us and 
Melissa was following suit. Eventually, she spoke up. 

‘I think you’re over-reacting.’ 
‘Over-reacting?’ I replied, over-reacting. ‘I wouldn’t class that 

little twilight-zone séance malarkey back there as strictly normal 
behaviour for household appliances. And you were scared out of 
your mind.’ 

She made a little herumph to dismiss the suggestion and then 
changed the subject. ‘I liked those jeans,’ she said, referring to the 
ones we’d just ditched at the Igneous store. She hitched up the ones 
she was wearing to indicate how uncomfortable they were. 

‘Well, you can pick them up tomorrow – when I’m not with you. 
You checked your hair right?’ 

‘Yes, I checked my hair. I’m the detective in case you hadn’t 
noticed. Or, if you don’t trust me, shall we find a little barber shop 
where I can get a number two all over?’ 

‘No, we’ll find a little bar where I can get a stiff drink all over. In 
the meantime, you can spill the beans. Tell me everything. 
Everything I don’t want to know.’ 

‘Everything is quite a lot.’ 
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‘Then think of good place to start. I know, who’s after you?’ 
‘No one. That I know of. Not directly anyway.’ 
‘You’re not making much sense here. OK, let’s start over. People 

are being reported missing and not turning up. Right?’ 
‘That’s about the size of it.’ 
‘And what do the cops have to say about this?’ 
‘Nothing.’ 
‘Why not?’ 
‘Because most of the missing person reports are not classified as 

acceptable cases. If a missing person is not a dependent and there 
are no suspicious circumstances and no reason to consider that the 
person is in danger, then there is no actual crime to investigate.’ 

‘So, if the police don’t consider there to be an issue, why are you 
investigating it?’ 

‘I’m not. Not officially. We never were. Me and Todd got 
interested when we were assigned the case of two missing 
seventeen-year-old girls a couple of years back. The two girls were 
friends who disappeared a few months apart. As they were young 
these cases were investigated.’ 

‘And did you find them?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘Careless,’ I quipped and realised that it was probably slightly 

tactless, but that’s just the way I felt at that point. After coming over 
all knight-in-shining-armoury, I was rapidly returning to my more 
familiar not-my-problem standpoint. 

I was striding along briskly, as if I had a purpose. Though, I was 
not really aiming for anywhere, just aiming away from somewhere, I 
guess. Melissa was skipping along beside me to keep up. She 
continued with her story, adding a note of urgency in an attempt to 
recapture my waning interest. 

‘We started looking into other reports that had never been 
investigated, just consigned to the bottom of the filing cabinet. On 
our own time, of course. And we began to find connections between 
others that had gone missing.’ 

‘Connections?’ 
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‘Yeah, like they were related or knew each other in some way. 
Finally, from what we discovered we –’ 

She stopped talking, and after a few paces I noticed that she had 
stopped walking too. I turned to see her standing motionless, with a 
forlorn expression on her face that seemed so at home it could have 
been resident there all her life. 

‘Why have you stopped?’ 
‘Because this is the bit that’s important. This is the bit that you 

need to understand. This is the bit you need to listen to before you 
walk away.’ 

I sighed and dropped my shoulders like I’d finally given up trying 
to walk away from this situation that kept following me down the 
street. 

‘Fine. I’m listening.’ 
‘We discovered something really odd. We discovered that every 

disappearance –’ she took a deep breath ‘– leads to one more. Right 
from the start of all this.’ 

‘What?’ 
She nodded in affirmation. ‘Connected chains of missing people, 

all starting from a single event at a single point in time, five years 
ago.’ 

I was shaking my head, not quite finding any words that could 
adequately fill the silence between us. Melissa helped me out. 

‘So, the question is this: what the hell kicked it all off? And what 
the hell is keeping it going?’ 

Technically, that was two questions, but I wasn’t going to be 
picky at a time like this. I took a few paces closer to her. Her hair 
coruscated with a million tiny droplets of rain, captured from the 
fine drizzle that was drifting on the breeze. The dew intermittently 
sparkled with a pink light caught from the neon strips that flashed 
outside a seedy downtown store across the street. 

‘You must have some idea?’ I asked. 
She made a dismissive gesture. ‘The usual explanation for 

someone disappearing and never turning up is that they have been 
murdered, with the body never being located.’ 
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‘But, can they really be murders?’ 
‘No,’ she said and I sensed that if these were different times she 

would have laughed at the suggestion. ‘If only a fraction of the 
disappearances over the last five years were down to one murderer, 
then we’d be talking about a mass murderer beyond comprehension. 
To be so prolific and go undetected for so long would be just 
impossible. But that’s not really the point.’ 

‘What is?’ 
‘That the circumstances of these people’s disappearances made it 

very clear that they had not been kidnapped or murdered; that they 
hadn’t been unexpectedly plucked from their daily lives. No, it 
appeared they knew exactly what they were doing. They’re not 
victims. They’re runaways.’ 

I considered this for a moment. My view of this scene was 
alternating almost in time with the neon.  

‘Then maybe we should leave them be,’ I suggested and began to 
walk on. Melissa chased on beside me. 

‘Just because they chose to leave, doesn’t mean they’re not in 
danger. It’s just not right. Do you not think?’ 

I couldn’t decide what to think. 
‘So, you see why I need you? There is some seriously weird 

behaviour going on here, and I mean at a social level, and that 
makes you my number one advisor.’ 

It’s true, this was an immensely intriguing conundrum, of slightly 
greater consequence than Find-A-Word in Mega Puzzle Weekly. I 
was supposed to understand the animal that we call society, yet I 
had no clue as to what might be causing this behaviour. 

I could see why Melissa might think she needed me, but I 
couldn’t see why I needed to care. This wasn’t my remit. Though, in 
truth, I was hooked. If someone’s going to be wily enough to cast a 
line into a lake full of me, using as bait a full Sunday roast with 
apple pie and custard for dessert, then I was going to be hooked. I 
wasn’t even going to flap about too much when you tried to reel me 
in. I hoped this wasn’t too obvious to the fisherwoman. I didn’t want 
to give away my upper hand. That was all I had left. She put out a 
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hand and rested it on my arm. 
‘Please,’ she said, and I could sense a feeling of distress in her 

voice. As each moment passed I knew a little more about her. I 
studied her for a moment. 

She was as attractive as I’d remembered. Freckles danced across 
her nose and played on her cheeks. She reminded me a little of 
Kaylee, thinking about it now. It made me a little concerned that my 
judgement was being clouded on this issue. That was exactly what 
Joe had said. No, in fact, Joe had said, ‘Don’t let your balls do the 
thinking on this one bud,’ which amounted to much the same thing. 
His advice was particularly notable as it was the exact opposite of 
the advice he normally gave. For the previous six months he’d been 
trying to get me together with one of his waitresses, Holly, who was 
an absolute stunner it had to be said, and who supposedly had a soft 
spot for me. But, she was too nice a girl to deserve someone like me 
messing her about. 

I felt sure that Melissa could handle me, though. She wasn’t quite 
as vulnerable as she was making out right now. It made me smile 
inside – the little mental games we play. 

‘Something struck me,’ she continued, ‘when talking to you 
yesterday. You see, like you, I can get to know a person, understand 
them, get under their skin and learn to think how they do. That’s my 
job as a detective. But I don’t really know how they all fit together 
to make this thing called a society or community or economy or 
whatever it is. It’s like some big living thing. Each individual is just 
thinking about his or her own little life; reacting in their own 
individual way; not really considering the greater goal, the bigger 
picture. And yet the whole thing drives relentlessly and seamlessly 
onward as if it’s some intricately orchestrated ballet. It’s like –’ 

‘Bees.’ I finished the thought for her. 
‘Bees?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘OK. Tell me more. That’s all I ask.’ 
In a lot of ways it’s a curse to be a thinker. I think a lot, and quite 

often it’s a very depressing pastime. Sometimes, I share my views 
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with others, but in general it’s a bad idea to introduce people to new 
concepts that conflict with their sensibilities. 

I have this theory about human nature, and it’s not one that 
would be welcomed by many. But, I see the evidence all around me, 
and I draw the logical conclusions. That’s all I do. I’m not trying to 
be judgmental. 

‘Are you ready to hear something that will completely change the 
way you think about the world you live in?’ 

‘I guess that’s why I’m chasing you down the street.’ 
‘Then ... it’s time for that drink.’ 

�  �  �  �  �  

There was only one place in the city that could do justice to what 
I had to explain. And that was right on the other side of town, 
conveniently. We had been drifting desultorily from street to street 
and now we found ourselves in some scummy business district. 
According to the movies I was supposed to be able to just snap my 
fingers and a taxi would heel to my attention. Alas, it didn’t seem to 
operate like that in my world, and it took about ten minutes of 
meandering to find us one. 

We climbed in and I informed the driver of our destination. As 
we plodded torturously along crammed carriageways, Melissa 
thankfully handled most of the cabbie-small-talk abatement. I am 
generally too tetchy a sort for that kind of social engagement. I am 
actually impressed by those who can handle such superficial 
interaction. To me, it is an entirely unattainable quality, and I found 
myself admiring Melissa as she waxed lyrical about the terrible state 
of the world and politely supported the driver’s plans to put it to 
rights. I even caught myself smiling at her, but then stopped and 
cursed myself for even being within smiling distance of this 
stranger. It couldn’t be a good idea. But, I figured, a couple of 
drinks and a short lecture on human nature wouldn’t do any harm. 
And then I’d be done with it. It would be over. 

I almost convinced myself. 
Eventually, we climbed out at the base of Apicure Tower: three 
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floors of bar and restaurant perched on top of a slender pillar of 
concrete, fluted like the stem of a champagne glass. It offered the 
best view of the city and, as you might imagine, you can’t book a 
window table inside six months without a considerably persuasive 
backhand. 

You don’t have to book to use the bar, it just costs fifty quid to 
get in the elevator. And they don’t have stairs. For some reason, the 
expense didn’t seem to be troubling me. 

Engulfing the full three-sixty degrees of the fake-walnut bar was 
a throng of nauseating yuppies. As I stepped among them, I was 
almost deafened by the sound of light pinging off their diamond-
studded Rolex’s and surgically whitened incisors. That, together 
with the stench of their bling-bling sound-bites, was almost 
sufficient to make my ears bleed, as I fought my way to the front of 
the suited mob. After enduring this purchasing experience, which 
was slightly less comfortable than chewing carpet tacks, I emerged 
triumphant, having procured the G&Ts we were denied earlier. 

We found ourselves some high stools in front of a window that 
slanted away from us at forty-five degrees over a four-hundred-foot 
drop. We sat in silence over our beverages for a while, taking in the 
vertiginous vista, the breathtaking twinkling skyline. 

Below, thousands of people were scurrying about in their little tin 
cans. Those at A all very keen to get to B as quickly as possible, 
despite those at B not being so thrilled about being there in the first 
place. 

And, as far as the eye could see, ranks of gleaming monolithic 
structures stood proud like an advancing infantry. They were the 
continuation of a determined sally to overthrow the enemy that was 
our undeveloped past. Dotted about the panorama were half-
completed skyscrapers, soon to join the throw, to bolster the 
insurgence. Atop them perched awesome cranes, standing 
motionless like the skeletons of giant birds. Come light, they would 
be reanimated to resume the expansion of our caves. 

I had to admit that it was kind of beautiful. But it was a perverted 
kind, surely? Shouldn’t unblemished countryside be beautiful? – 
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fields and trees and rivers. Not this urban playground, stretching 
beyond the range of vision. 

No, I decided, it wasn’t beauty. It was our own deep-seated 
vainglory. A smug and conceited sense of accomplishment over 
what we have achieved, what we have built. That’s why we 
construct towers like Apicure. So that we can stand tall, like the lord 
of the manor, like the captain of the ship, surveying our kingdom 
before us, getting off on just how great humans really are. 

This view made it all clear, the cause of our problems. It made it 
clear to me anyway. And maybe it was time to elucidate to another. 

‘Remind you of anything?’ I said eventually. ‘All those little 
dancing lights rushing between their concrete towers.’ 

She thought for a moment, recalling what I had said earlier, then 
said slowly, ‘Hives?’ 

‘Exactly. Hives. And bees. Millions of the little buggers.’ 
‘So?’ 
‘So you can learn a lot about us from bees. We’re not so different 

– at some levels.’ 
‘You trying to say that secretly we all want to sleep with the 

Queen?’ she said with heavy derision. ‘Because I’m way too tired 
for Freudian psychology.’ 

I didn’t say anything, just laughed a little, and Melissa displayed 
an uncharacteristic bout of self-consciousness. 

‘Sorry, carry on,’ she said and began timidly prodding the ice-
cubes in her drink to send them bobbing about playfully on the 
surface. 

‘So, you want to know why people run away?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Then it’s not the view outside that’s important.’ I swivelled my 

stool around to face Melissa. ‘Take a look at that show of one-
upmanship at the bar,’ I said as I flicked my eyes to the swarm of 
suits. ‘All desperately clawing and arse-licking their way up the 
corporate ladder. What do you think they are striving for exactly? 
An annual bonus or an aneurism? Are they really happy or are they 
stressed half out of their minds?’ Melissa looked back at me with 
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questioning eyes. ‘Have you not ever wondered what keeps driving 
us? What it actually is that stops us all just fucking off to the 
beach?’ 

She considered this question for a moment. ‘We need money to 
get by.’ 

‘Yeah, because we’re barely scraping an existence are we?’ I 
quipped with a note of sarcasm that Melissa didn’t grasp the point 
of. ‘We don’t need as much as we earn. We could work in a bar on 
the coast and get by – and then spend the rest of the day building 
sand-castles on the beach.’ My voice had gained a higher pitch with 
my own frustration. ‘Now, I can’t speak for you, but I sure as hell 
don’t have that good a time. And, funnily enough, my surplus 
earnings and so-called career don’t seem to make up for it any. So 
why am I here? What am I doing? What are we all doing in these 
bleeding hives, being sucked dry by our fat queen-bee bosses? 
Huh?’ 

I wasn’t sure who I was asking now, Melissa or myself, but I was 
sure I needed an answer from someone. As I glugged a few 
mouthfuls of my fortified tonic, Melissa ruminated over what I had 
said. I was guessing she knew people in the boat I was describing. 
She should do, one of them was sitting in her pants. 

I glanced at her. Her glowing cheeks radiated a warmth that was 
rarely felt in my world these days. And I was basking in it. We were 
talking my language now, walking on my turf. I knew every blade 
intimately and was willing to introduce her to each one. Eventually, 
she spoke. 

‘But it makes no sense. Why would we behave that way?’ 
‘We don’t have any choice,’ I said as I finished off my drink. 

‘Blame evolution.’ 
And with that I went all hunter-gatherer to replenish my tumbler. 

And to be fair, my modern-day task wasn’t a great deal easier than 
the caveman equivalent. I reckon I could’ve speared me a couple of 
mammoth quicker than reaching that damn bar for a second time. 

I returned with another brace of drinks and Melissa was waiting 
for me to continue. 
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‘Evolution?’ she questioned. 
‘Throughout our evolution, it has always been those males who 

worked their way to the top of the social ladder who got to sow their 
seeds most prolifically. So hunger for success and the desire to be 
perceived as successful became as important a trait as physical 
abilities. Natural Selection had its merry way and these traits were 
evolved into all of us.’ 

‘Hey, we’re not all power junkies,’ Melissa protested. 
‘I didn’t say we were. These traits don’t manifest themselves as 

megalomania but as pride and envy. It’s the part of you that wants 
your friends to fail; the part of you that wants to be the one with the 
best job attending the school reunion; the part of you that wants to 
prove yourself to your parents.’ 

Melissa looked sceptical. I cast an eye over her. 
‘Ever wondered why you bought that watch?’ 
‘To tell the time.’ 
‘But it looks quite expensive.’ She pouted an acknowledgement. 

‘So you could have bought a watch at a fraction of the cost that still 
served its purpose?’ 

‘I suppose, but it wouldn’t look as nice.’ 
‘Ah, I dare say it wouldn’t.’ I smiled with a hint of smugness and 

Melissa offered a furrowed brow in return. ‘Thousands of years ago, 
hunters used to wear the teeth of the animals they had killed to show 
off how successful they were. Today it’s just the same. Only we use 
flash watches and branded clothes and pointlessly-expensive cars. 
It’s instinctive. It’s been evolved into us over millions of years. 
Evolved into us because of the benefits that success brings: respect, 
preferential treatment and a greater chance of attracting a mate. It’s 
all about image, you see.’ I paused. ‘Just being happy never got any 
ape laid.’ 

I leaned toward Melissa to emphasise the point I was about to 
make. ‘Everything,’ I said slowly, looking into Melissa’s eyes, and 
adding a hint of intrigue to my voice. ‘Everything is evolution. If 
you ever need to know why someone behaves as they do, the answer 
is right there in our prehistoric ancestry.’ 
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As Melissa sat in silence I took the opportunity to wrap up the 
talk. ‘Don’t think for one moment that our neat trick of self-
awareness means we are not still driven by the same primal instincts 
as the bees. When it comes to the big decisions, free-will is pretty 
much just a spectator. That’s why people end up in situations where 
they are not happy.’ 

Melissa shook her head. ‘OK, so people strive for success. But 
success and happiness are not mutually exclusive.’ 

I sat up straight and returned my voice to a matter-of-fact tone. 
‘No, of course they’re not. I’m generalising. But the aim here was 
for you to learn about society and society is made up largely of the 
general public.’ 

‘And you think that generally people are unhappy.’ 
‘I think generally people aren’t happy and maybe some might 

even want to run away to find happiness elsewhere. They want to 
choose another path, but they can’t bear anyone to know that they 
are at the bottom of the pile again.’ 

‘You paint a very dark picture of the world,’ Melissa said as if in 
conclusion. 

‘I know,’ I replied, and for the first time I had doubts about my 
theories. Before, when locked away in my own mind, they had been 
eternally safe from attack. Sharing had made them vulnerable, 
fragile. 

‘Maybe I’m wrong,’ I confessed. ‘Maybe I’m just painting the 
world with the colours of my own life.’ 

Melissa seemed a little taken aback by my admission. 
‘But, your life’s not so bad is it? I thought you enjoyed your 

work?’ 
‘You think I enjoy spending an hour a day in a cigar tube on rails 

so that I can spend nine hours a day sat in a steel box pushing 
numbers around a screen? No, I want to escape, just like everyone 
else. But I’m not sure how. I’m not sure what I can escape to. I don’t 
think that makes me much different from the next man.’ I looked 
into Melissa’s eyes. ‘Or woman.’ 

‘Me?’ She sounded surprised. ‘I like my work.’ 
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‘You wouldn’t rather be doing something else?’ 
‘No.’ 
I smiled at her blindness. ‘But Melissa, this evening you turned 

up at the door of a stranger pleading for help, holding back tears of 
desperation, and in fear of your life.’ And I added, ‘You truly are a 
bee.’ Melissa looked at me blankly. ‘You dutifully continue with 
your task, blind to any alternative, just like the bees in their colony.’ 

‘Well, maybe that’s for the best. Ignorance.’ 
‘No.’ I shook my head, knowing the truth, but not wishing to 

impart it right now. 
‘So what’s your dream? What do you want to do?’ 
I smiled and drifted off. Off down a shady path that no one but 

me should tread. Not anymore. It was dark and creepy and not a 
place where you would want to be – alone or with friends. I dragged 
myself back from that place to Melissa. 

‘That’s a story for another day,’ I said and I slammed my glass 
down on the table. ‘Come on, let’s go. I’ve had enough of 
sycophantically drooling over our wondrous hives.’ 

 
The bitter December wind chafed the skin of my cheeks, but I didn’t 

dislike it. It felt fresh and clean, which is not a common sensation to be 
had in this heaving metropolis. 

It was late on a Friday night and the streets buzzed with life. 
Christmas loomed and there was an even greater sense of frantic 
urgency than usual. That was another aspect of life that was thrust 
upon us in such an unforgiving manner. So much pressure from so 
many directions. The commercial world dictating exactly how a perfect 
yule-tide should be, and everyone dutifully striving for that 
unattainable ideal – destined to always fall short. 

So many an evening had I walked these streets deep in 
contemplation, alone, save for my inner thoughts. But this night there 
was another mind that wanted to share them. 

I sensed at that point, more than ever in my life before, just how 
much I wished I could see something different. How much I wished for 
a rose-tint to those spectacles through which I viewed the world. Those 
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spectacles that, for as long as I could remember, had held only dark 
lenses. 

But I knew deep down that wouldn’t be good enough. To look with 
eyes that filtered sadness, that could not see suffering, would mean 
being blind to life itself, which was something I never wished to be. 
But, at the same time, I realised that I couldn’t continue like this. 
Talking it all through with Melissa had drawn in those dark clouds that 
forever followed me; had made them evermore threatening. If I didn’t 
do something soon, I feared they may engulf me.  

It was clear now. I needed something more. I needed something 
greater. 

And as Lady Fortune would have it, something greater was lurking 
just around the corner. I could sense it. But I couldn’t make out its 
form. Was it a nice fluffy something? Or a big and scary something? I 
didn’t know. But it was just around the corner waiting for me. I was 
sure. So I had to decide – right now, right this minute – whether to turn 
that corner and meet it head on, or whether to just keep on walking 
straight – follow the unbending, uneventful path that was my life. 

‘So, where to now?’ I thought to myself, without realising I’d 
thought it aloud. 

‘My place,’ Melissa responded without hesitation. 
I snapped out of my reverie. ‘Your place? Is that such a good idea?’ 
‘Lleyton, I really don’t think there is anyone after me. Not in a 

direct sense anyway.’ 
‘Well, how do you explain that light show back at my place then?’ 
‘I said, I don’t think anyone’s after me. Didn’t say anything about 

you.’ She grinned. ‘I’m kidding. It was probably just your system 
jacking around. Very buggy, software, these days.’ 

I decided I didn’t like her kidding. And I was far from convinced by 
her explanation. Something weird had happened back there. And what 
was more, I had a feeling that some distant recess of my mind knew 
what it was. I just had too much else vying for space in my brain to 
have riddled it out yet. 

The other thing I didn’t like was Melissa suddenly being not-
terrified. Not that I’m saying I like my acquaintances to be terrified in 
my presence, it’s just that I can’t deal with polar personalities. You 
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never know who you’re dealing with – penguin or bear. I really wasn’t 
getting a handle on this relationship at all. 

‘I have a sweeper in my apartment,’ Melissa continued. ‘So no 
chance of being bugged there.’ She held out a beckoning hand and 
suddenly I felt like a small boy standing in the woods of a childhood 
fairly-tale. I shivered as I came over all Hansel-and-Gretel. 

‘Not made of candy is it?’ 
‘Huh?’ 
‘Never mind.’ I stood there in fits of indecision, my hands deep in 

my pockets, my foot scuffing back-and-forth through a shallow pool of 
water that had collected in a dimple in the pavement. 

‘Come on,’ she said, ‘let me show you my missing people.’ 
Now there was an offer I could do with refusing. 
But I didn’t. 
I took the first step around that corner. 



 
 
 

�����
 
 
 
 
The man and woman, clad in gothic attire, were amused at the 

presence of a boy at their festival. They jibed and taunted and threw 
their heads back in possessed laughter. I suddenly realised that I’d 
made an error in judgment in coming here, but I was bright enough 
to realise that it was a bit late to be developing such sapience. I 
motioned to head back the way I had come but the couple were 
with-it enough to step in my way. 

‘I ... I need to get back,’ I said weakly. ‘My ... friends are 
waiting.’ 

The man leant forward and brought his face close to mine. He 
had a short black Mohawk down the centre of his head, a stud 
through his nose and an untidy goatee beard bristling off his chin. 

‘Aw, but aren’t we your friends? Don’t you want to play with 
us?’ 

The two erupted into manic laughter again, the woman spraying a 
mouthful of beer into the air. She had a shock of frizzy hair. Her 
clothes were black leather, fringed with lace, from the thick choker 
that hugged her throat to the fingerless gloves on each hand. 

The man’s laughter morphed into a wide-eyed grin. He thrust out 
an arm adorned with tattoos and grabbed me by the scruff of the 
shirt. As he began to drag me, I dropped my weight to my knees. 
But it didn’t help, just made it hurt more. 

After a moment, we were deep in the heart of a thick, dark crowd 
of people. There were more people than I’d ever seen in a single 
place – all freakishly dressed and made-up. I tried my best to pull 
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away. I fought and I shouted but no one was listening, no one could 
hear.  

Fear burned inside me, boiling through every vein and singeing 
every sinew. It slowly took control of me, possessing my soul bit-
by-bit. Until, unexpectedly, the fear cooled and solidified. A primal 
defence mechanism had kicked in. I stopped thrashing. I was calm. I 
floated along beside myself, as a third-person observer. My dreamy 
mind, dissociated from its host, wondered who all these people 
were. Why they were dressed so. 

Then suddenly there was a new voice and I snapped back into my 
body. 

‘You fine people must be unaware that the main event is about to 
commence. You wouldn’t desire to miss such a spectacle. Of that I 
am most certain.’ The voice was polite but with a tone of authority. 

The man holding me hesitated for a moment and then dropped 
me to the mud. Then he and his friend stomped off amidst 
disgruntled protests. The new man held out a hand to help me up. 

‘Don’t mind them,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately, that’s the sort you 
get in a place like this. The sort we don’t get –’ his voice grew 
sterner but still friendly ‘– is children.’ He wagged a finger at me. 
His features were weathered but gentle, and his hair was long and 
silver. 

‘Come, he’ll be waiting.’ 
The man began to walk. Considering all the options I figured 

following him was, well, my only one. I trotted up beside him and 
managed to find a few squeaky remnants of a voice. 

‘Who ... who’ll be waiting mister?’ 
‘The Collector.’ 
I suddenly didn’t like the sound of that and slowed my pace. 
‘I really should ... uh ... I need to get back.’ 
The man turned and crouched in front of me. He spread a wide 

smile across his face. 
‘Yes, you do indeed young man. But first I reckon we’ll warm 

you up with some hot chocolate, huh?’ 
I hadn’t noticed but I was shivering violently. The sun had 
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dropped now and a chill accompanied the evening air. I cocked my 
head to one side questioningly. The man continued. 

‘The Collector just wants to have a chat with you. And then I’ll 
see to it personally that you get back home as soon as possible. 
How’s that?’ And then the man ruffled my hair like he was my 
uncle and walked on. I followed gingerly. 

‘Who ... who are you?’ I asked 
‘My name is River.’ 
‘That’s a ... silly name.’ 
‘Really? Oh. What is your name?’ 
‘Lleyton. Double-L, E, Y, Ton.’ 
‘Hmm, and what does it mean?’ 
‘Mean? Don’t mean nothing. S’just a name.’ 
‘Oh,’ he thought about this briefly. ‘Well, that’s a silly name,’ he 

added as he strode on confidently. 
We had escaped the worst of the throng now and were walking 

along past a motley assortment of stalls and tents. Some had racks of 
black garments for sale. Many presented various culinary offerings 
that released sweet aromas onto the breeze. One had people sitting 
outside sucking on strange smoking contraptions.  

We approached a large framed tent that was less busy out the 
front than the others we’d past. There was just a couple of lanterns 
hanging up, spilling pools of light onto the ground. It was almost 
dark now. 

‘Here we are,’ said River as he strode into the tent with me in 
close attendance. There were shivers permanently running up my 
spine like children on a climbing frame. ‘Take a seat won’t you.’ 

There were several brightly coloured cushions scattered about, 
and I dropped myself onto one of them, as River disappeared 
through some hanging beads at the back of the canvas-walled room. 
I thought briefly as to whether I should make a run for it, but this 
place was the most welcoming I’d seen since I’d got into the 
festival. There were colours in here rather than just black. And there 
were nicely patterned rugs; and decorations; and little statues of 
people and animals. 



The Turning 

59 

River returned. ‘Here. Just as promised.’ And he placed a 
steaming mug of hot chocolate on the table in front of me. The table 
was round and only a few inches off the floor, and etched into it was 
a grid of squares, as if for playing a board game. River sat cross-
legged opposite me. 

‘Have you heard of a game called Go?’ he asked. 
I shook my head. He slid open a drawer under the table and 

produced two tubs of small smooth stones: blacks stones in one tub, 
white stones in the other. He then proceeded to place stones on the 
vertices of the grid alternately. 

‘The remarkable thing about the game of Go is that the rules are 
few and simple, yet from them emerges a game limitless in its 
complexity. In that way it reflects the very nature of our world.’ 

I listened to him not really understanding his meaning. 
‘You can’t define this game with mathematics. You can’t capture 

its essence in a computer program or build a machine that can play 
it well. For each game of Go is like life itself and computers don’t 
understand life.’ 

He smiled at me, and chortled a little. 
‘Maybe I’ll teach you it, after you’ve spoken to The Collector.’ 
I shrugged and sipped my hot chocolate. We sat in silence for a 

moment and then I spoke up timidly. ‘Why is my name silly, 
mister?’ 

River nodded sagely. ‘Well, young sir, a word without meaning 
is like a sea without water. Even such a humble word as ‘table’ has 
meaning.’ He tapped the table with his forefinger. ‘A meaning that 
portrays a purpose in this world of ours. Why then should a person’s 
own moniker not carry a meaning?’ I looked on blankly. ‘A name 
should not merely be a label. It should capture the hopes and dreams 
of parents for the life of their child.’ 

‘Oh.’ I considered this concept for a moment. ‘What does River 
mean then?’ 

‘A river is many things. It may be a barrier to one’s passage or 
the very medium of it. It all depends on the bearing of your 
destination.’ 
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I didn’t know what that meant, but I didn’t say anything. I just 
slurped the last of my drink and placed the mug on the table. At that, 
River stood and held out a guiding arm. 

‘Come,’ he said. 
I got to my feet apprehensively and walked the way he indicated, 

through a different set of hanging beads. River didn’t follow me. 
The room I entered was dimly lit by candlelight. There was a man 
sitting at a table, which was draped in a deep-coloured, ornately-
patterned cloth. The man had a prominent aquiline nose and a 
perfectly bald head that gleamed. And he wore a brown hooded 
robe. 

‘Come, come. Sit,’ the man beckoned. 
More ornaments and figurines of animals were dotted about, 

carved of a white material that I couldn’t place. Scented smoke 
danced off the ends of a row of thin sticks held by a wooden carving 
of serried tortoises. Directly in front of the man was a large tome of 
blank parchment, on top of which lay an old-fashioned pen. 

The man flashed a big smile that reminded me of someone. ‘Do 
not be worried young boy. I merely wish to talk.’ He had the soft, 
comforting tone of a parish vicar. 

‘You ... are The Collector?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Is that your name?’ 
‘It is now.’ 
I nodded. ‘What do you collect?’ 
‘As yet, I do not know.’ 
I frowned, but I wasn’t in the mood to question. I was beginning 

to feel sleepy. 
‘Place your hand on the table, son.’ I did and The Collector 

placed a hand on top of mine. 
‘Now, close your eyes and just listen to my voice.’ 
He started talking in a language I didn’t understand. But the 

sounds were beautiful and they soothed me as they swilled around 
my mind. 
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Then... 
Faces. Darkness. Screaming. Shrill terrifying screaming. A 

child’s scream. A boy’s scream. 
This boy. 
Me. 
My eyes burst open. I was standing in the room, screaming. The 

Collector was standing before me, his arms raised toward me. 
I turned and ran. 
A figure appeared in front of me. River? Maybe. It tried to stop 

me, but I managed to stumble through it and then kept on running. 
Outside it was dark. Something was happening. Out here people 

were running too. People were scared too. 
I kept on running. 

�  �  �  �  �  

A hand reached out and touched the shoulder of a bare-chested 
boy curled up at the bottom of a tree. The boy jolted upright with a 
start. 

‘It’s OK,’ a soft female voice said. ‘It’s OK now.’ 
The shivering boy focused his tired eyes to see a woman dressed 

in police uniform, crouching before him. And behind her were 
dozens of officers chattering noisily. 

After a brief moment of sleepy contemplation the boy lunged 
forward. He wrapped his arms firmly around the policewoman’s 
neck – and didn’t let go. 

The boy was me, though I do not remember it – nor much of the 
weeks that followed. 

�  �  �  �  �  

As the obligatory hot beverages were being prepared, in 
Melissa’s kitchen this time, a small dog came yapping and skidding 
across the floor. Melissa apologised, and after a few moments of 
excitedly digging claws into thigh he became content with sniffing 
my ankles instead. 

I studied the room. I felt compelled to learn more about its 
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owner, and there was no better place to learn about someone than in 
their own home – little shreds of their personality strewn about all 
over the place. The limp plant on the windowsill insisting that 
brown was exactly the wrong shade of green appropriate for its 
leaves. The remains of last night’s takeaway in the fridge. The 
collection of dog-eared postcards from exotic climes secured to its 
door by magnets. All reflections of a hidden persona. No conscious 
effort was required; I just absorbed it all subliminally, like a sixth 
sense. 

‘Nice place you got here,’ I said, as tradition dictates. 
‘Thanks. I like it. Though, I suggest you reserve judgement until 

you’ve seen the office. It’s a little less pleasing to the eye. Come 
through.’ 

I followed her. We reached a door and there was a clunk and a 
friendly beep as it unlocked to Melissa’s presence. 

‘Don’t want the niece finding her way in here,’ she said with a 
grimace. 

As we stepped in, the lights came on and we were greeted by a 
chaotic sight. There were two desks cluttered with items busily 
vying for space. There were no windows. Two of the walls were 
vidiwalls, alive with a confusion of images, every square inch of 
real-estate utilised with notes, diagrams, pictures, maps. Melissa 
spoke quickly. 

‘Listen. Don’t think I’m some kind of weirdo. This is not a 
shrine. I’m not obsessed or anything. Me and Todd, we did most of 
our work here. It helped to have everything to hand like this.’ 

I said nothing. I was studying the room. My attention was drawn 
to the vidiwall at the back of the room. I approached it. It was 
covered with pictures of people, under each one a name and a date. 
Most of the pictures were arranged to form about half-a-dozen rows 
running from left to right, with horizontal lines connecting each 
picture to the next. The remaining pictures were scattered about the 
wall. 

‘These are the missing people?’ 
‘Some of them. It’s our missing persons jigsaw.’ 
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I turned to Melissa. ‘Jigsaw?’ 
‘We – me and Todd – spent two years putting it together.’ She 

approached the wall and raised a hand. ‘The links are actually links 
between the people themselves. Some are obvious, the ones we 
knew about from the start. Sisters,’ she said pointing at a pair of 
pictures beside each other in one of the rows. ‘Friends,’ she said 
motioning toward another pair. ‘Colleagues, and so on.’ 

I didn’t immediately see the importance of this. Though, it 
wouldn’t be long. I’m a bright lad. 

Melissa perched herself on the edge of a desk and turned to face 
me. 

‘This was immensely intriguing to us, and it was our only real 
clue to begin with.’ 

I took my eyes off the wall and laid them on Melissa. She had 
said she wasn’t obsessed, but I could see the passion in her eyes; I 
could hear it in her voice. She needed to solve this mystery. I sat 
myself down in a swivel chair in preparation for the essential 
imbibing of both tea and information. Melissa did that thing with 
her hair, the way she tucks it behind her ear when she doesn’t want 
it to get in the way of an important explanation. 

‘Well, it was like going-missing was becoming contagious. One 
person vanishes then a few weeks later her sister does or boss or 
whoever. That’s odd. So, we entertained the hypothesis that all of 
the disappearances were linked to previous ones in some way.’ 

I listened patiently. 
‘But the problem is, people have dozens of acquaintances, many 

of which they have no immediately obvious connection with. I 
mean, I could find out quite easily who you work with and who 
you’re related to, but there’s no database I can use to look up all of 
your friends. So we had all these missing people, which we thought 
might have known each other, but we had no way of finding out.’ 

‘Until you figured out how you could?’ I nodded toward the 
missing-person histogram. 

‘Right. We had an idea of what we wanted to do and so we had a 
dig around on G. We found some people that we thought could help. 
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They were experts in data mining technologies at Imperial College. 
We adapted some of their software to develop a very powerful 
system that is basically a personal history cross-referencing tool. It 
draws on data from the police national computer, any government 
databases we’re allowed access to, credit-check agencies, travel 
agencies, et cetera, et cetera. From this we know every school, 
college and university you went to; every job you’ve had; every 
place you’ve lived; plus most of the associations you’re affiliated 
with. We can cross-reference these details for any two people in the 
country to derive a probability of them knowing each other. 

She took a step closer to the wall. ‘Take our Tara Greene up 
there. She’s linked to a Sharon Bayliss, yeah?’ 

I looked up to confirm this. 
‘Now, Tara lived in a certain apartment block for three years. 

This period overlapped with the period that Sharon Bayliss worked 
in the coffee shop at the bottom of that same apartment block. 
According to the analysis that gives them a forty percent chance of 
knowing each other – or a forty percent acquaintance probability.’ 

I sat forward in my chair. ‘That’s ... that’s really quite 
something.’ 

‘To be honest, it turned out much more effective than we ever 
imagined. If you think about it though, how many people do you 
know that you haven’t worked with, or lived near, or been to school 
with? Yeah? Chance meetings that lead to friendships are very rare, 
luckily for us.’ She looked into me a little deeper. ‘Take you and me 
for instance. We’d get a hundred percent straight away, seeing as it 
would be on record that I arrested you.’ 

‘And using the tool you managed to piece all this together?’ I 
stood up again to take a closer look at the wall. 

‘Yeah. We found that many of the missing persons can be linked 
back to a previous missing person. So we ended up with these 
chains of disappearances stretching back to when they all began, 
five years ago.’ 

I studied the wall in more detail. 
Melissa continued. ‘Notice that the chains don’t seem to 
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interconnect. The computer has thrown up a few possible links 
between people on different chains, but they’re probably either 
incorrect or just coincidence. On the whole there seems to be these 
distinct series.’ 

I turned to her with a slight look of bewilderment. 
‘Weird,’ I proclaimed. 
‘Indeed. And weirder still is that the chains are linear. Always 

linear. Which is odd, because if we’re accepting that this propensity 
to disappear is being passed from one person to another, then why is 
it only passed on to one other and not many?’ 

There was silence for a moment, as I tried to take all of this in, 
tried to find some sense in it all. But it all culminated into a totally 
perplexing mystery. I looked sullenly at Melissa. 

‘You know,’ I said. ‘I can’t answer any of your questions, 
Melissa.’ 

Melissa puffed out a despondent breath. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘I 
understand that. Maybe when you’ve had time to dwell on it, 
something will come to you, or you’ll just say something which will 
trigger a thought in my own mind. I don’t know, maybe.’ 

‘Maybe,’ I agreed, but I wasn’t confident. 
‘Just talking it through from scratch helps. Helps me get it 

straight in my own mind. I know it’s an awful lot to take in. And I 
haven’t even told you everything yet.’ She shuffled off the desk. 
‘Oh, and this isn’t all of them.’ 

She reached up and tapped an icon in the top right-hand corner of 
the vidiwall. The image that had filled the entire upper half of the 
wall shrank to a fraction of its size and slotted into a similar diagram 
on a much larger scale. There were now dozens of rows, hundreds of 
people. Hundreds of missing people. My eye’s widened and I took a 
small step back in horror. 

‘Twenty-seven chains in total,’ Melissa proclaimed. 
I continued to cast my eye over the array of pictures. Images of 

people. All that now remained of those people. They were no more. 
Vanished into nothingness, leaving only pain and longing in the 
echoing void where they once existed. It’s the faces that always 
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bring it home to you. You hear stories like these every day on the 
news, but it’s only when you see their faces, smiling at you from 
some halcyon time, that you comprehend what has been lost. It 
saddened me, and it scared me a little too. 

Suddenly, a name caught my eye at the bottom of the wall and 
something went clunk inside my head. Only at that moment did the 
seriousness of the whole situation dawn on me. Only then did it 
become hauntingly tangible. Until then it had seemed nothing more 
than a movie plot, but now it was outside knocking at the door. And 
who was I to turn it away? 

The name was Todd Hunter. Todd Hunter was on the missing 
persons list now. His picture floated amongst those that were not yet 
connected to any other. It belonged at the end of one of those chains, 
but which one? He was linked to them all. 

I stepped back, stumbling a little. Melissa noticed my distraction. 
‘What’s wrong?’ she asked. 
‘What the hell have you got me messed up in?’ My voice was 

raised and shaky. I looked Melissa in the eye and repeated myself. 
‘What the hell have you got me messed up in? I don’t want my face 
on that wall.’ 

She was quick to respond. ‘You were already messed up in it. 
You were already involved. You knew Tara Greene.’ 

‘No,’ I argued. ‘I didn’t know her. I didn’t even know her name 
until I met you. I saw her on the train, that’s all. But now –’ I began 
to pace around the room. ‘Todd Hunter knew her. You knew her. 
You knew all of them. You met their friends and their families. You 
searched their homes. You got involved. You linked yourselves with 
them. And now Todd’s gone to prove it. And you might be next. 
And then it’ll be my turn because I’m here; because you brought me 
here; because you got me involved.’ 

I went for the door. Melissa rushed after me and slammed the 
door shut as I opened it. 

‘I didn’t bring you here. You came of you own free will. I asked 
for your help and you agreed.’ 

‘But I didn’t know what I was getting into. You didn’t tell me. 
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You deceived me. And I said yes … I agreed … because … oh, 
because of all the wrong reasons.’ 

Tears rolled down Melissa’s cheeks. ‘I’m sorry,’ she sobbed. ‘I 
didn’t mean to deceive you. I just couldn’t tell you everything, not 
straight away.’ 

I found the strength of will to push Melissa aside and left the 
room. I wasn’t sure whether I was going to leave the house. I wasn’t 
sure why I was here in the first place. I turned on my heels. 

‘I mean, why do you need me anyway? What do you want from 
me? I can’t replace Todd. I’m not a cop. I’m not a detective. What 
can I do?’ I let my breathing slow. In a calmer, quieter voice I asked 
again, ‘Why do you need me?’ 

There was silence, save for my deep breaths. Melissa stood in the 
doorway to her office, her head hung down. After a moment, in the 
faintest of voices, muffled by tears, she replied. 

‘Because I’m scared. I was scared and I needed someone I could 
trust. And I could only trust someone that didn’t know me. And 
because –’ She lifted her head and looked at me through eyes that 
sparkled with dew. ‘That moment when I first interviewed you, you 
spoke about life and people and the way things are and the way 
things should be, and I could have just listened for hours. You made 
me think about things I’d never thought about before, and I knew at 
that moment that you were the one person that could help me get out 
of this mess.’ 

I let out a long sigh. And then Melissa’s head dropped glumly as 
I turned and walked away. I didn’t get far. About as far as the door. I 
wasn’t good at making decisions. Just having to choose a dessert 
brings me out in a rash, and this was almost as important. 

Melissa’s head lifted again with a start as I spoke on my return. 
‘He had a daughter, didn’t he?’ I said. I’d seen the photo on his 

desk. 
‘Yes. Bethany. She’s three. What on this planet could ever allow 

a father to abandon a sweet little thing like that?’ 
I shrugged. Melissa continued. 
‘His wife was hit pretty hard with post-natal depression after 
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Beth was born. She was in and out of hospital and constantly going 
through counselling and therapy, none of which was doing any 
good. Todd had to care for her, despite her being pretty horrid to 
him, as well as looking after poor little Bethany.’ Melissa let out a 
tired sigh. ‘Now that he’s gone, the hospital has his wife, probably 
for good this time; his parents have Bethany; and I have the dog.’ 
She nodded to the snoozing creature curled up on the rug. 

I shook my head in empathetic disillusionment. ‘You never told 
me what your theory was,’ I said. 

She stepped out of the doorway to the office, shutting the door 
reflexively behind her, and perched on the arm of a sofa. ‘Todd 
thought it was a new drug. An expensive high class drug maybe.’ 

‘A runaway drug?’ 
‘I guess so. God knows what it might have made people think or 

do. It would explain the odd behaviour before the disappearances, 
and the spreading effect from one person to the next as knowledge 
of the drug was passed on.’ 

I thought about this for a moment. ‘That doesn’t quite stack up 
though does it? If that were true the contagion pattern would be fan-
like, not linear as is the case. If a person will tell another person 
about a drug, then he will tell many, and those in turn would each 
tell many more. Why would a person tell one and only one person? 
It doesn’t make sense.’ 

‘You’re right. But we thought about that. What is actually more 
likely is that they told no one. Then after the disappearance and 
subsequent investigation, the secret, such as the source of the drug, 
was discovered by someone else: a friend, a family member.’ She 
paused. ‘A cop.’ She was referring to Todd, of course. 

I stood silent for a moment, turning the idea over in my head. 
‘You said it was Todd’s theory. You don’t believe it?’ I asked. 

Melissa let out another big sigh. ‘I want to. It’s all I’ve got. But it 
… it just doesn’t seem right. It’s too small scale to be a drug. And 
besides, now that Todd’s gone it makes it even less plausible. He 
wouldn’t have got messed up with the very drug he was looking for. 
If he’d discovered something like that he’d have told me about it 
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and we’d have looked into it. But he didn’t, he just –’ Tears began 
to well in her eyes. ‘He just called in sick for a few days, then he 
said he was taking some leave, then he stopped answering my calls 
– and then he was gone.’ 

She broke down and started sobbing. I moved over and perched 
near her. I didn’t say anything. There wasn’t anything to say. Such 
hackneyed favourites as ‘It’s not that bad’ and ‘It’ll all be OK’ 
sounded rather hollow inside my head, and not because my head 
was vacuous, but because it was that bad and it might not be OK. I 
felt like sobbing myself. 

It was late now. Well into the early hours of Saturday morning. 
As we sat there, not saying anything, I suddenly noticed that 
something didn’t feel quite right. More than a something. It bubbled 
at the edges of my porridge-like mind, through which nothing was 
surfacing quickly. Then suddenly it popped through and I didn’t 
much like the sound it made. 

All I knew was that I had to leave right away. I had to get home 
as soon as possible. 

I stood up, a little too abruptly. 
‘I ... should be going.’ 
Melissa looked at me slightly surprised. ‘You still don’t trust me, 

do you?’ 
‘Ha, I don’t trust anyone,’ I said, with attempted levity in my 

voice. Though, in truth, she was bang on. I had to think quickly. I 
was in urgent need of a Plan B. Though, I was quick to realise that I 
was in even greater urgent need of a Plan A of some kind. 

‘No, it’s just that it’s late,’ I continued stiltedly, as I took a step 
toward the exit. Then the wind filled my mental sails and I had it. I 
swung around. ‘And we’ve got to be up bright and early in the 
morning,’ I announced confidently. 

‘Why, what’s happening in the morning?’ 
‘I’m going to show you a life beyond these human hives. I’m 

going to show you what there is to run away to.’ 

�  �  �  �  �  
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As I climbed the last few flights to my apartment I cursed myself 
for the umpteenth time. It really should have occurred to me earlier. 
I invite someone I barely know into my house and leave her sitting 
in my living room for ten minutes whilst I go and stand on the 
balcony. Then, a little later, something really weird starts happening 
with my décor. And I wonder why. For a statistician my ability to 
put two and two together really left a lot to be desired. 

I burst in through my door and headed straight for the Home 
System console in my living room. I fidgeted impatiently whilst I 
waited for it to boot up. It wasn’t a process I normally had to endure 
– it was usually always on. Generally, turning things off was 
considered a bit of an archaic concept these days. And they wonder 
why we’re running out of fossil fuel. 

When it was finally beckoning me to interface with it, I began 
tapping and clicking furiously, and shortly I confirmed what I had 
suspected. The picture show earlier was indeed no malfunction. It 
was a script – and one that I hadn’t seen on my system before. 

Some people like to automate their homes by writing scripts to 
operate appliances such as lights, pictures, sound-systems, etc. So 
someone might write a have-a-bath script that would soften the 
lighting, put on some Beethoven and fill the tub – all at the bark of 
an instruction. Me, I’m strictly a manual-only man. Partly because 
I’m far too lazy to go to the effort of customising my house, and 
partly because I hate being outwitted by cappuccino makers first 
thing in the morning. 

I fired up the script editor to take a look at what this uninvited 
script was written to do. The majority of the instructions were as to 
be expected, based on the events that I’d witnessed earlier. They 
turned the lights off and then cycled the theme of the pictures with a 
few delay instructions thrown in between. But there was something 
else. At the end of the main loop there was a set of instructions 
doing something more intriguing. They displayed the same single 
image in every frame around the room, but did so for a mere fifteen 
milliseconds. And then the image was cleared to black for a further 
fifteen milliseconds. This would have happened too quickly to have 
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been noticed consciously, which meant I knew exactly what the 
script was trying to emulate, and it unnerved me immensely. 

I didn’t recognise the name of the image that was being flashed 
up, even though it was on my local system. Very tentatively, like I 
was stepping into a dark room full of snails, I opened the image. 
And wished I hadn’t. 

On the left was the smiling face of a girl. The image was cropped 
as if it had been snipped from a larger picture, and it had a quality 
about it that reminded me of something. It was grainy and slightly 
out-of-focus, as if it were an amateur snap that had been enlarged 
and enhanced. I realised why its style looked familiar. It was like 
those pictures shown on the news, where the most recent photo of 
the subject is one found on a friend’s phone, taken on the last girl’s-
night-out. When you see a face like that smiling out at you from 
between the news headlines, you know it’s not good news. You 
know the individual is not available right now for a nicely arranged 
portrait. She’s somewhere else – whereabouts unknown. 

The girl with mousy brown hair smiled out at me sweetly, and I 
wished my eyes could have stayed with her, but they were drawn to 
the image beside it, as if by some unquashable voyeuristic urge. 

A girl was lying on a bed. It was probably the same girl, but it 
was hard to tell, due to her head being shaved and the deep 
lacerations criss-crossing her once pretty face, and the way her head 
lolled back at an unnatural angle spewing much of her throat onto 
the sheets. Her mouth was gagged and her body arched backwards 
to allow all her limbs to be gathered together and bound behind her. 
A floral dress hung in tatters about her body and was stained a thick 
crimson to match the linen she laid upon. 

The image was high-resolution, professionally lit and as sharp as 
a murderer’s blade. The inescapable reality of it made me nauseous. 
I turned away from the screen abruptly, blindly hitting the key to 
close the viewer. 

I ran these new facts through my spinning mind. At first, when 
the show had all kicked off, I’d thought it had been set up to freak 
me out, to scare me off. But now it became apparent that it was 
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exactly the opposite. The theme of the pictures was changed 
repeatedly to draw my attention to them. But the purpose was to 
show me another image – subliminally. It was a subliminal message 
designed to promote certain emotions within me. Feelings of disgust 
and outrage at the bad things that happen in the world, and a desire 
to prevent them from happening. It was a message designed to foster 
an uncontrollable urge to help a woman in danger. 

Which, funnily enough, was exactly what I did. 
I turned this idea over a few times. If Melissa had done this, then 

it did make sense. It was nasty and underhand, but it made sense. 
Unfortunately, the powers-that-be obviously got wind of something 
actually trying to make some sense today and put a stop to it 
immediately. For whatever sense had been made so far collapsed 
spectacularly when I decided to confirm the origin of the script. If 
my head wasn’t already done-in, what I discovered managed to 
complete the job. 

According to the system log, the person who wrote the script ... 
was me. And I’d written it the night before. Well, I thought, if I had 
then I must have been asleep because I didn’t remember writing it. 
In fact, judging by the time, I probably was asleep. Digging a bit 
deeper, I discovered that the trigger for the script was pretty odd too. 
It was set to run the next time I received a visitor. 

If all this was supposed to be true then it was suggesting that I’d 
crafted myself an elaborate subliminal message – whilst I was 
asleep – to convince myself to help Melissa when she next 
unexpectedly turned up at my door. Call me a sceptic but I just 
wasn’t buying that, however cheap it was on offer. 

Yet, the only other way the script could have been written – as if 
by me – was by a very good hacker or by my system itself. Neither 
of which made any more sense. 

I didn’t feel I had any choice. 
I had to stick with Plan A – which could get a little messy. 



 
 
 

�����
 
 
 
 
We were a long way from the city. Deep into a woody 

countryside, winding our way down narrow lanes in my 4x4. I 
pulled off into a clearing beside the road and brought the vehicle to 
a stop.  

‘Here we are,’ I announced. ‘This is where the car stops.’ 
‘And us?’ 
‘We keep going.’ I jumped out of the car. For the entire journey I 

had refused to speak of our destination. In fact, I had said very little 
at all. I’m not a good talker sometimes. Talking seems like a terribly 
long-winded method of communicating one’s thoughts. Notions 
appear in the mind in a fleeting instant but then have to be 
reconstructed into an elaborate sequence of sounds before others can 
share them. Sometimes I just can’t summon the effort. Today wasn’t 
one of those times. I was quiet for other reasons. Had things on my 
mind. 

Melissa climbed out of the vehicle a little less enthusiastically 
than myself. 

‘What the hell are we doing here?’ she pleaded. 
‘All in good time.’ The darkness of everyday life was lifting with 

every breath of the crisp country air. I could hear the distant but 
unmistakable sound of rushing water. 

‘Why have you towed an empty trailer all this way?’ Melissa 
asked. 

‘We’ll be needing it later.’ 
‘But we’re leaving the car here.’ 
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‘I can tell you’re a detective.’ I locked up the car and started 
walking. ‘Come on,’ I said, and she followed. 

We made our way through the trees along a beaten path. As we 
did so, the sound of water grew louder, a backdrop to the myriad 
noises of thriving wildlife. There was not a single sound but for 
those of nature. It was a serenity beyond the comprehension of many 
city dwellers. It shocked me how alien it was to so many people: to 
feel mud under foot; to hear the sound of animals – real wild 
animals – scurrying in the undergrowth; to be more than a few paces 
from the nearest burger bar or G-port. Surely, this was real life, not 
those bustling concrete hives. 

It amused me to think of those people in the city who searched 
for peace inside those floatation tanks that were so popular these 
days. Sensory deprivation? That’s not peace, that’s just nothing. 

The whole world was criss-crossed with civilisation. Everyone 
connected to everyone else by roads, rails, pipes and cables. It was 
like some astral giant had scooped up the world in a net and pulled 
it tight, scarring the landscape with this new kind of life. Stringy 
veins of high-speed life, devouring the planet like a cancer. For a 
while you can escape it. Jump off the veins and run to a land that 
concrete forgot. 

That’s what I did as many weekends as I could. And this one 
would be no different, despite the dark twist. What had occurred to 
me last night was that Melissa knew too much. Enough to make her 
more than a little suspicious. She knew I was linked to Tara, the 
most recent person to go missing. A tenuous link but a link none-
the-less. And she knew I was linked to River junior, the first to go 
missing. And this connection was much stronger. Melissa knew that 
River had come from the same village where I grew up, and that I 
was present on the night that her father died. She had probably also 
spotted that I moved to the City within weeks of River doing so. All 
too much to be dismissed with a hand-waving gesture. I knew this; 
I’m sure she knew this; and something had to be done about it.  

After about half-an-hour of walking through the trees and 
scrabbling over rocks – and about twenty-nine minutes of 
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disgruntled noises from Melissa – we finally reached our 
destination. Before us stood a large wooden cabin. 

‘We came all this way for a big hut?’ 
‘Ah, this is where the excitement really beings.’ 
‘Thanks for pointing that out. I might have missed it.’ 
‘That’s the spirit,’ I mocked. 
We walked up to the cabin and I proceeded to unlock the large 

double doors. I swung one of the doors outwards and we stepped 
inside. Then, as I flipped the light on, a large shadow spun across us 
and Melissa screamed and jumped a few paces backwards out of the 
door. 

‘What the hell is that?’ she cried. 
It took a moment for me to twig what she was talking about. 

Swinging gently in the centre of the room was a kayak, hanging 
length-ways on a hook from the ceiling. The bottom of the boat was 
facing the door and on it was sprayed-painted a reasonably macabre 
caricature of a woman with no face. And below it, a pair of paddles 
formed a cross, making the whole ensemble a twisted take on a 
scull-and-crossbones. It was a bit warped, I admit, but that was the 
nature of my motivation at the time. I never claimed that all my 
hinges were still fully screwed in. Maybe it was time to take it 
down, but I didn’t really notice it anymore. You become 
desensitised to things after a while. I should have thought about it, 
though. Melissa was going to think I was some kind of sicko now, 
which wasn’t going to aid my plan. 

‘It’s just –’ I looked at it for a moment ‘– kind of art.’ 
Melissa took a step back into the cabin with a disturbed look on 

her face. ‘Well, it’s a bit ... weird.’ 
I stepped further into the room. ‘Never mind that,’ I said, moving 

the subject on before it veered off in a direction I didn’t want to 
follow. ‘This is what we’re here for.’ 

At the realisation of what we were about to embark on, Melissa 
stopped dead again. 

‘No way,’ she said slowly, ‘are you going to get me in one of 
those.’ 
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‘Come on,’ I urged. ‘That’s not the attitude.’ 
‘I’ve never been in a canoe in my life. For some reason I’ve 

never liked the idea of being strapped into something and thrown 
down a river.’ 

‘Typical towny. Afraid of the awesome power of nature.’ 
‘No, Lleyt, making it sound poetic does not make it safe. I’m 

afraid of drowning, pure and simple.’ 
‘You won’t drown. Promise.’ 
‘Oh, that’s all right then, I’ll do it,’ she said with unsubtle 

sarcasm.  
‘Come on, live life on the edge.’ 
‘I am living life on the edge, in case you hadn’t noticed, and I fail 

to see how this is going to help in any way.’ 
 ‘Well, firstly...’ I paused and walked over to a rack of wetsuits. I 

plucked one out, returned to Melissa and held it up against her. 
‘Firstly, I want to see you in one of these,’ I said, beaming a grin. 

‘So now you’re some kind of pervert?’ 
‘No, I’m not a pervert. A man who likes the look of a woman in a 

wetsuit is not a pervert. He’s a man. But anyway, don’t worry, I do 
have more practical reasons.’ I held out the suit to her but she did 
not take it. ‘Look, you’ve got to start trusting me at some point, and 
now is probably as good a time as any. As you know, trust is a two-
way thing. You’re implicating me in something that I’m probably 
going to regret being implicated in and like a fool I’m letting you. 
So the least you can do is put this wetsuit on for me.’ 

Reluctantly, she took the suit. 
‘OK, where?’ 
I turned around to face the other way. ‘Here. I won’t look. Zip at 

the front by the way.’ 
‘I must be mad,’ she said and I heard her begin to take her 

clothes off. A short while later she chipped in: ‘I hope you’re not 
thinking about me naked.’ 

‘I am now.’ 
‘Well stop!’ 
‘OK, just hurry up.’ 
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‘I am. I am.’ And then eventually, ‘Right, done.’ 
I turned back to study her. ‘Very nice, now give me a twirl.’ She 

did. ‘Good.’ I walked over to another rack of equipment and dug out 
a dry-cag, spray-deck and buoyancy aid and threw her each in turn. 
‘Right, take these out front and down to the river. I’ll be out in a 
minute with a boat and some paddles, and we can start your first 
lesson.’ 

I wasn’t lying – I would be out in a minute. But I had something 
else to do first... 

A short while later I stepped outside carrying something rather 
smaller than a boat. Each footstep into the leaf-encrusted mud was 
slow and considered. Everything seemed slightly unreal, like a scene 
from a dream. The breeze that whistled past my ears seemed to 
crackle with an excited tension, as if it were an eager spectator in 
this unfolding sequence. 

My footsteps took me to the top of a slope. At the bottom, near 
the water’s edge, stood Melissa, watching the river rush past. She 
was unaware of my presence, and I observed her for a time – 
watching her watch the water. It reminded me of times past and the 
tiniest of smiles fluttered over my lips. Then it was gone. It was not 
a time for smiling. 

I opened my mouth to speak but nothing except the intention of 
the words escaped from my mouth. An intention that Melissa 
seemed to sense.  She spun around on the spot in a quick darting 
motion that none-the-less appeared rendered in slow motion. And at 
the conclusion of her turn she recoiled at the sight of her own gun 
pointing squarely at her head. 

Nothing was said, as we stood there motionless like some 
autumnal diorama. A silent realisation coursed through the gap 
between us, drowning out even the white horses that played on the 
river. I took a step forward down the bank and eventually I spoke. 

‘If you’d figured it all out, why did you come up here with me?’ I 
asked with calm intent. ‘To visit Todd’s watery grave?’ Melissa 
struggled but couldn’t find any words.  

‘I guess the connections were starting to become too much to be 



Paul J. Newell 

78 

coincidence. I guess you know I’m connected but you don’t know 
entirely how, huh? That right?’ 

Melissa just shook her head almost imperceptibly, flaunting an 
expression of undiluted disbelief. A fact I noted the importance of. I 
took another step closer. 

‘So, who have you told what? Huh?’ Melissa hesitated in 
responding and I threw in an affirmation. ‘Well?’ 

‘Nobody ... nobody knows a damn thing. Least of all me it would 
seem.’ She began with an edge of nervousness in her voice, but her 
tone moved to vexed anger. ‘Jesus Lleyton! What the fuck?’ 

‘Don’t try the innocent with me Miss Keller.’ I equalled her 
raised tone. ‘Tell me what you know and who you’ve told and I 
might spare you the suffering that your friend endured.’ 

‘What I know...’ She threw her arms out in exasperation. ‘What I 
thought I knew ... was that you had nothing to do with this whole 
thing, because your character profile makes you about as likely a 
murderer as a Buddhist monk.’ Her anger wasn’t quite successful at 
masquerading as confidence, but it was clear that this was not the 
first time she’d been at the holey end of a firearm.  

‘Then why did you bring this?’ 
I held up my other hand and Melissa dropped her head 

despondently as she saw what I was holding. 
I few moments earlier, after she had left the cabin, I had searched 

her clothes. The gun was not an unexpected find. In fact, I was kind 
of banking on it. The other item, though, really was something. 

It took me a while to figure out what it was. It was a small 
metallic device with a display and a number of buttons. On one side 
was the word ‘T-Rex’ embossed in stylish letters. Fortunately, I read 
the odd scientific journal and so finally I twigged what it was – by 
drawing on my broad knowledge, coupled with the fact that it told 
me what it was when I turned the display on. 

It was a portable t-ray imager. Now, how much this fills you with 
excitement will depend on just how much of a gadget nut you are. I 
am a gadget nut, and for a moment I was beaming with childish glee 
at the cool toy in my hands. I recovered with a bump when the 
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reality of what it meant struck me. 
Let me tell you that t-rays are like x-rays, only better. With a t-

ray you can see through walls, at the same time as knowing what the 
wall is made from – and what anything else behind the wall is made 
from. This is because different substances give off distinctive 
signatures when various t-ray frequencies are reflected off them. 
They’ve been using t-ray imagers for a number of years at airports to 
scan travellers for narcotics and firearms and rhino horns and alike. 
And in the medical industry too, of course. 

But this gadget was something else again. The ultimate in covert 
surveillance technology. Carry this thing around with you and you 
bag yourself a real-time three-dimensional recording of everything 
in your vicinity, whether it be behind walls, under floorboards or in 
chest freezers. It’s not a recording like standard video because t-rays 
can’t detect colours as such, only materials. But it can be replayed 
as a 3D simulation that you could even walk around for a closer 
look if you hooked it up to an immersim. 

This particular device looked like it was on permanent record, 
and it was coupled up to a mobile phone for transmitting the data 
back to somewhere for storage. Somewhere with a capacity 
measured to the nearest googolplex I should imagine. 

As you might guess, this was not the kind of device you could 
pick up at any old branch of Boy’s Toys in the high street. 

Confronting Melissa, I held the device aloft together with the 
phone. 

‘Why did I bring that?’ Melissa repeated. ‘What can I say? I’m 
obsessively paranoid. Something to do with people pointing guns at 
me all the bloody time.’ She took a heavy breath. ‘It’s useful to 
know what people behind closed-doors around me are doing, or 
whether anyone has been following me. In fact, find me at a time in 
the last twelve months when I didn’t have that thing strapped to my 
person and I’d ask you what you were doing with me in the bath.’ 
She calmed her voice. ‘But, the police know nothing about it. It’s 
mine.’ 

‘You expect me to believe that?’ 
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‘No. Not really. But it’s the truth, so the choice is yours.’ 
‘Then where did you get it?’ 
‘I just got it. OK.’ Her eyes flicked about from side to side. 

‘Listen, do you want me to prove that the cops aren’t involved?’ 
‘Go on.’ 
‘Get out your phone and look up on G the number of a Sowena 

Dervin. There shouldn’t be too many.’ 
I placed Melissa’s imager and phone on a rock near my feet, 

being careful not to take my eye off their owner. Then I did what she 
said. 

‘Right, now call it.’ 
My eyes narrowed but I called the number. The phone on the 

ground started ringing. I looked at Melissa. 
‘So?’ 
‘The phone that the imager is hooked up to isn’t the cops’ and it 

isn’t even Melissa Keller’s.’ 
I realised what she was talking about. Melissa had a mira – an 

alternate identity. She was making the point that this was a project 
all of her own, one that she wanted no one knowing about, 
especially her employers. But did this prove anything useful? 

‘And you know what that really proves?’ she said as if reading 
my mind. 

‘What?’ 
‘That I truly don’t believe you have anything to do with this.’ She 

took two steps closer to me as if to test her hypothesis. ‘If I did, I 
would be trying to convince you that the police are watching every 
second of this from that imager and that they do know exactly where 
I am by triangulating on my phone. But I’m telling you that they 
aren’t and they don’t, because...’ She took another step closer. I 
didn’t move. ‘Because I don’t believe you intend to harm me.’ She 
looked calmly into my eyes. 

Her show of sang-froid was impressive. I guess that was what 
separated a detective from an economist. I didn’t say anything for a 
moment, still holding the gun out shakily. Facts raced through my 
mind competitively. Shortly there was a winner. An outcome was 
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decided. 
I let the tension drain out of every muscle and I tossed the gun at 

Melissa, who caught it in both hands and then half collapsed in 
relief. I stumbled to a nearby fallen tree and dropped myself down. I 
let my face fall into my hands and tried to slow my racing heart with 
long shallow breaths. 

Melissa sat herself beside me and puffed out a sigh, swinging the 
gun between her knees. 

‘I don’t even know how to take the safety off,’ I admitted. ‘I’m 
not that good at this kind of stuff.’ 

‘Could have fooled me. What was that shit all about?’ 
‘Well, I realised how bad this looks for me. Figured you 

suspected me. Figured I needed some way of searching you. Then, 
when I found the imager and the gun, I felt that the only way to 
know one way or another was to play along, see how you react. 
People are only ever themselves when they’re not in control. The 
rest of the time it’s all too easy for it to be just an act.’ 

‘Hold on, are you saying you dragged me all the way up here to 
dress me up in a bloody wetsuit, just so you could search me?’ 

‘Well, I assumed I couldn’t have just asked you to strip for me.’ 
Nothing was said for a moment as we both realigned our minds 

with the currently accepted reality. Until the next time it decided to 
veer off in a new direction. 

‘I’m right though, aren’t I? It looks pretty bad for me.’ 
‘Not as bad is it did there for a moment. But, yeah, I guess. The 

River case particularly. If anyone was really looking into it, which 
they’re not.’ 

‘Hmm.’ That didn’t go far to reassuring me. ‘I’m beginning to 
feel that I’m intricately entwined in all of this. But, in all honesty, I 
haven’t got a clue how.’ 

Melissa put a hand on my knee. ‘I know you don’t. Neither do I.’ 
At that news I gave a visual tut with a roll of the eyes and then 

got to my feet. 
‘Right, get out of that silly wetsuit. It’s too cold to be getting 

wet.’ 
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We took the two-man open canoe. Whilst we were here we were 

damn well going to make the most of it, whatever our problems 
were back in the real world. Besides, I had an errand to run. 

The lower loop is a fairly tame stretch of river. Plus there hadn’t 
been much rain recently, so there was no chance of going for an 
unscheduled swim. 

We paddled sedately down the river, enjoying the countryside 
and chatting idly about nothing. When our fingers reached the point 
of near inconsolable chill we hauled ourselves out onto the bank. I 
produced the necessary goodies from my rucksack, including a 
variety of sandwiches and the compulsory flask of finger-warming 
hot-chocolate. 

As we munched, my curiosity eventually got the better of me. 
‘So, you and Todd?’ I asked. ‘Were you ... involved?’ 
‘No.’ She managed to pack a fair degree of hesitance in just the 

one syllable. 
‘No?’ I repeated probingly. 
‘OK, he ... stayed over a couple of times. But we both realised it 

was for the wrong reasons. And that was that. We were sensible 
enough to know we needed each other in other ways that were far 
too important to risk.’ 

I nodded the nod of a man who knew what she was talking about. 
‘You?’ she asked. ‘Anyone in your life?’ 
‘Barney,’ I said stoutly. 
She smiled. ‘Come on, what’s the sordid history?’ 
‘Oh that’s far too sad a story.’ 
‘Hmm, I’ve noticed that all of your stories are either sad or long 

or for another time. You’re going to have to tell me one of them at 
some point.’ 

‘Well, not that one. Seriously.’ The last word was sterner than I’d 
intended. Melissa picked up on it and turned back to talk of the 
small variety, such as favourite sandwich fillings. Freshly boiled 
egg, still warm from the pan, with a touch of salt and nothing else. 
Apparently. 
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After we’d eaten, I excused myself from the dining table of grass 
and leaves and plodded down to the river’s edge. I watched the 
water floating past and let my mind drift off with it. Off to another 
time. A sadness crept over me. I produced a cylindrical metal 
capsule from my inside jacket pocket and held it firmly in both 
hands, and I stood there alone with my thoughts for a moment. I 
closed my eyes and my lips moved silently with words unspoken. 
Then I pressed the capsule against my lips briefly before tossing it 
into the centre of the river. 

As I turned back, Melissa was looking on curiously, as I knew 
she would be. I shook my head at her, and she didn’t say anything. 

We packed up and set off down the river. I’d parked the car at the 
bottom, so we didn’t have far to carry the boat. After ferrying it back 
to the clubhouse on the trailer, we set off back for the city. 

As well as the two of us, the car was occupied by a silence that 
was heavily pregnant with a question; a question that I wished never 
needed to be born into this relationship, but one that would 
inevitably come into the world kicking and screaming. And so it 
arrived. 

‘Lleyton,’ she said ominously. ‘What ... happened that night?’ 
I sighed. ‘You know what happened. You read the report I’m 

sure. Three guys wound up dead. And I wound up in therapy for 
twelve months.’ 

‘Yes, that’s what the report says. But ... what happened?’ 
You’ll need some history here. There was a group of people back 

then. A group of people who were so bored with their humdrum 
lives that they invented a whole new reality that was more exciting. 
A reality where vampires and werewolves and all manner of demons 
lived. A reality in which existed the very real possibility of being 
scared half to death. Or being stabbed all the way to death, as it 
turned out. 

In their reality, the group maintained a social hierarchy. Each 
person played a role, had a character. And if an individual did well, 
then he or she could get ‘promoted’ – into something else, 
something bad, something not human. Not that they were really 
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something else, in truth. It was just part of the twisted game they 
played. But then, truth is just one person’s window on reality. If 
enough look through the same window – anything can be true. 

The festival was one of their annual events. That particular night 
things didn’t go according to the script. 

‘People got carried away,’ I said, attempting nonchalance. 
‘Something freaked them and things got out of hand, that’s all. It 
was always going to happen. I was just unlucky enough to be there 
when it went down. Fortunately, I don’t remember much of it.’ 

Melissa mused for a moment. ‘I guess it wouldn’t happen today, 
with the advent of immersims and G. Those weirdoes could all run 
around in their freakish reality from the safety of their own 
armchair.’ 

‘No, I don’t think that’s true.’ I knew it wasn’t true, in fact. Most 
people believed that that group of people had disappeared, but I 
think they just went deeper underground. Indeed, I have my 
suspicions that many years later it was them that were the driving 
force behind the Clandestine movement. The movement that pushed 
for the right to hide from the all-seeing eye of G. But I’ll tell you 
about that later. 

‘When it comes to being scared shitless for kicks,’ I continued, 
‘there are two kinds of people in this world. Those that want to flirt 
with the idea of danger whilst remaining as safe as houses in bubble 
wrap. And those who feel that if there isn’t even the remotest 
possibility of death or maiming, then it’s not really worth getting out 
of bed for.’ I gesticulated to separate out the two groups. ‘Those that 
ride roller coasters and watch horror movies, versus those that base 
jump off skyscrapers or ... or offer their throat to the vampire with 
red roses.’ 

She smirked a little at the lyric. ‘A man came forward for those 
two deaths. The ones where the victims sported odd puncture 
wounds in their neck.’ She placed two fingers on her jugular. 

‘Yeah, the vampire of rather sanguinary disposition.’ 
‘But no-one ever discovered what happened to River.’ 
‘No.’ I felt my mood sulk off into the shadows. 
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‘They found you in the woods. You had traces of hallucinogen 
and sedative in your system.’ She made each statement matter-of-
factly. 

‘Yes,’ I confirmed coldly. 
‘Your shirt was found in the woods nearby, with his blood on it.’ 
‘It was.’ I was curt. She wanted more but what was there to give? 

They’d gotten counsellors to talk to me, and hypnotists to regress 
me, but they never found what they were after. Why should she? I 
turned my head briefly to Melissa and spoke firmly. ‘I don’t know 
what happened that night.’ 

And that was that. Melissa was beginning to realise that my 
history was the kind that stayed indoors. The kind that was rarely 
allowed out to play – and even more rarely invited out to play. Mine 
was the Boo Radley of histories. 

�  �  �  �  �  

We took a take-away back to Melissa’s. The atmosphere was 
relaxed again, our laughter fuelled by several bottles of beer each. 
We flopped onto the sofa with bellies overfull with Peking duck and 
plum sauce. 

‘You know, you can stay if you want,’ Melissa said, trailing off 
the end of a laugh. 

Seriousness returned to my face. 
‘Hey, don’t go all solemn on me. I just mean, stay – to save you 

getting a taxi home. Nothing sinister.’ 
I sat forward. Melissa shook her head gently and looked at me 

with soft eyes.  
‘What is in there, huh? Why are you so afraid of getting close to 

anyone?’ 
I stood up sharply. ‘I ... look, don’t worry about me.’ 
‘But I do.’ 
‘Well that’s stupid then, because you barely know me.’ 
‘That’s true enough. You won’t let me know you, will you?’ 
I didn’t respond. 
‘You have to let it out. One day.’ 
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‘No.’ I said sternly. ‘That’s just where you’re wrong. That’s what 
they said back then, when I was a kid, after the festival. “You 
shouldn’t bottle things up,” they said. “You’ll feel better when 
you’ve let it out.” Well, let me tell you something: I didn’t. Talking 
about it doesn’t help – it’s a myth. A myth that pays counsellors’ 
wages. Your mind has ways of dealing with trauma, and talking to a 
counsellor isn’t one of them. Talking about it just makes you relive 
the pain. Again and again.’ 

‘But you are reliving it. Every second of the day. I can see that.’ 
I pouted like a child being scolded. 
‘What is it? It’s not the festival is it? It’s something else.’ 
How could she read me like this? But then, of course, she didn’t 

need to, did she. One thing that had become clear, from the 
pantomime earlier, was exactly why Melissa wanted to get to know 
me. True, it was to help find answers to this mystery of the missing 
people. But not by employing my skills and knowledge of 
socionomics – at least, not primarily. No, she thought I could 
provide the answer because she thought I was part of that answer. 

To that end she would already have learnt everything about me. 
Correction, not everything. There were still a few things that 
weren’t public domain; weren’t captured in binary digits and stored 
in triplicate on a million magnetic platters across the globe. A few 
things that were still personal and secret. 

And I was realising with ever-greater clarity that it was these 
things that may hold the key. Did that mean I had to let them out? 
Whip out my trepanning drill and bore down to the deepest recesses 
of my brain? That didn’t sound too comfortable. 

It had only occurred to me the previous night how intricately 
linked I was to the case. Melissa had known all along. It had made 
me think she suspected me but, no, she just suspected my 
usefulness. 

I had moved to the City at the same time that River had, which 
was just shortly before the disappearances began. That must be 
important. As such, Melissa would be curious to know why an out-
and-out country denizen like myself would move to the epitome of 
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urban farmyards. 
I stropped about for a bit longer, then sat down opposite Melissa. 

My eyelids felt heavy as I looked across at her. I exhaled heavily 
through my nose and sat there silently for what seemed like an 
eternity. Eventually, I decided that I didn’t want to fight anymore. I 
was too tired. 

So – I began. 
 
I’d say it took about three hours to fall for Kaylee. Not love at 

first sight granted – but three hours is still pretty impressive. 
Besides, there’s no such thing as love at first sight – only attraction. 

I wasn’t expecting it, that was for sure. You don’t on an average 
evening in the pub. I was expecting dry roasted peanuts, and I didn’t 
get any of those. But I guess I shouldn’t grumble. 

I’d been in love before. Exactly once. I was nineteen and at 
university. Rhiannon was social secretary for our halls of residence, 
and life was just bursting to get out of her. She had this cute bob as 
she walked and masses of chocolate-coloured hair that danced along 
with her capriciously. I was smitten with her to the verge of insanity. 
It was a debilitating love that mustered intense fear inside me. A 
love that brought me to the point of nausea at her mere utterance of 
another man’s name. 

It finally came to an end, not at the hand of another man, but an 
overly long summer vacation. It took me the best part of the rest of 
my degree to get over that, to become whole again. In truth, there is 
still a part of me missing – lost in that all consuming passion for her, 
never to be recovered. 

What made it so powerful was that it was the young love of 
innocence and inexperience, of a boy who didn’t even know 
himself, let alone what he needed from someone else. 

The thing you learn more about than anything else in your 
twenties is who the hell you are, and what the hell you want – 
especially from love. You meet people, go out with a few and 
subconsciously you build up this list of all the qualities you desire in 
a lover – plus all the things that really irritate you. Bit-by-bit you 
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carve out a template of your ideal partner. One that never seems to 
fit when you hold it up to whoever you might be involved with at 
the time. And as time goes by, the template only gets more and more 
refined, and what you end up with is the silhouette of a phantom. 
The blueprint of a human being that never got off the drawing board 
and never will exist.  

In my late twenties I strolled along through life dragging this 
template behind me as my only companion, and I began to wonder 
whether I would ever love again. Or whether my heart had been set 
cold by years of clinical analysis of the opposite sex and 
relationships and, well, me. 

Then, as if by act of God, there was Kaylee, sat in that pub. And 
all of a sudden the template didn’t even exist anymore - it flitted 
away on the breeze of her presence. She talked with laughter 
running alongside every word. She had eyes that I could’ve drowned 
in and adorable constellations of freckles that any self-respecting 
galaxy would’ve given its right spiral arm for. 

But it wasn’t any of those things that did it for me. There was one 
thing, above all else, that made her really stand out from all the 
others. And that was that she was interested in me. Genuinely 
interested. And in the end that’s what does it for you. Not that they 
excite you, but that you can excite them. That’s the drug that draws 
you in, pulls you back. It gives meaning to your existence, solidifies 
your purpose. Suddenly, in the aura of this person, you simply are. 

And the thing that she was interested in was the thing that was 
most important to me at the time. My writing. I used to write back 
then. Short stories, poetry, even a couple of novels. Never 
published, of course, but there was always the dream. 

‘You must send me some,’ she said excitedly, as she took my 
phone and punched her email address into it. I bathed in her 
attention and pushed to the back of my mind the clock that was 
ticking down the seconds to the end of the evening. 

It was a leaving do for a workmate of mine. He was moving up 
north to be with his girlfriend, who he’d been having a long distance 
relationship with for the best part of a year. I’d never met her. 
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Until that night. 
When they walked out of the door together, amid farewell cheers 

and backslaps, I had to accept that they were walking out of my life. 
I desperately tried to get her out of my head but it was like dragging 
a grappling hook through the synapses of my brain. And all from a 
single evening’s conversation in a crowed pub. I figured that must 
mean something. 

Finally, I snapped. I’d had enough of the stupid situation; had 
enough of being so goddamn righteous. I wasn’t even 
communicating with my ex-colleague anyway. Guys don’t. They’re 
crap like that. So the way it stood, I was never going to speak to 
either of them again anyway. I had nothing to lose. 

I must have hovered over that Send button for about three days 
before finally letting my message slip into the ether. She replied by 
return of electron and so it started. I sent her stories that I’d written 
and she really liked them. Well, I figured that either she really liked 
them or she really liked me. I wasn’t going to complain either way. 

Like the self-doubting, insecure – i.e. normal – human being that 
I am, I couldn’t stop myself. It was the kind of attention anyone 
would crave. 

About a year later, she split from her fella. Nothing to do with 
me, I assure you. In many ways, I enjoyed the safety of detachment 
provided by the two hundred miles of optical fibre between me and 
the person I fantasized about. 

So I asked her out? Don’t be stupid. Since when am I likely to 
choose the straightforward direct approach to rejection? I like to 
take the scenic route. Like the romantic prat that I am, I decided to 
do it with a story. A short story that I wrote a section at a time and 
sent to her. It was allegorical. Some soppy rubbish about two boats 
lost at sea, looking for each other. You get the idea. 

I got to the point where there was only one part left to write and 
thought it might be sage to see her in person. So I invited her down 
to come out on a paddle with my canoe club. 

And how did things turn out when we met for the first time in a 
year? Well, if I were to put a finger on where things went wrong, it 
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would have to be our first kiss... 
Her lips were cold and those beautiful eyes were far far away. 

And I utterly failed to return life to her dying body as it lay in my 
arms. 

She’d got pinned upside-down beneath an overhanging tree. God, 
it took fucking ages to get her out. For the first few moments her 
hands reached out from beneath the water and were slamming the 
sides of her boat, but by the time I reached her they had fallen limp. 

I dragged her from the river and she died in my arms. 
‘I was supposed to drown in your eyes,’ I whispered to her, as I 

closed her eyelids for the last time, ‘but you beat me to it.’ 
 
Melissa didn’t speak. A sombre veil descended over the room 

almost tangibly, and a shudder ran down my spine, as if someone 
had just walked over Kaylee’s grave. 

A confused smile played at the corners of my mouth. I was 
sweating yet shivering with a sudden chill. Nervous tension pumped 
painfully through my chest, as if there was a tourniquet around my 
heart. 

I looked at Melissa. My voice rasped with rage. ‘That wasn’t the 
right ending, Melissa! It wasn’t the right goddamn ending!’ And I 
cried for the first time in as long as I could remember. I felt for the 
first time. 

Melissa moved over to me and put her arm around me. 
I spoke through tears. ‘I never wrote the last part of the story. I 

never wrote anything again. Only the poems that I write for Kaylee. 
And I ...’ The words were sticking in my throat like dry pieces of 
bread. ‘I go to the river and read them to her. Then I throw them in 
so she can read them when I’m not there – when I’m not with her.’ 

Melissa’s image was diffracted through salt water. 
‘I just want to see her face again, Melissa,’ I pleaded pathetically. 

‘Because the thing that hurts the most is ... is that I can’t remember 
what she looks like.’ And I broke down. 

That’s a true love story. Pain. 

�  �  �  �  �  
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It hit me like you can never imagine. The world meant nothing to 
me anymore. It had betrayed me, and I wanted nothing more than to 
sever myself from it. The stench of my own existence made me sick, 
turned my stomach. I didn’t desire death. I just desired nihilism. To 
feel nothing. To be nothing. 

I got heavily into multi-player immersim games. Lost myself in 
them for days sometimes. It was an addiction that I didn’t have the 
energy or the desire to fight. They were consuming me and I wanted 
to be consumed. Looking back at it now, I realised how close I came 
to the edge. I teetered on the brink, stared into the abyss, and it 
stared right back into me. 

Then I moved to the City. I say it like that because that’s how it 
happened. I just did it. It was something that someone like me 
would never do, and yet I did. I can’t say why. I didn’t make any 
considered decision about it, and it certainly wasn’t anything to do 
with Miss River Golding. I didn’t even know she existed at the time. 

There are rumours about immersims. People say weird things 
happen when you use them. They say it’s not natural to be so 
immersed into something so large and powerful as G. They say that 
the size G has grown to now makes it almost as complex as a human 
brain. And they say that it talks to you; can make you feel things; 
make you do things. 

But then, they say a lot. And I don’t believe them. I walk under 
ladders and my favourite number is thirteen. Whatever they say. 

One night, shortly after moving to the City, I stepped into a bar. 
God, that sounds cliché, but there’s a reason for that. It’s what 
people do. No, it wasn’t a jazz bar. No, I wasn’t wearing a brown 
trench coat and trilby. Yes, it probably was raining. 

It was about the fourth bar of the evening. I got myself a 
whiskey, and I sat myself in the corner farthest from life that I could 
find. 

I was getting along just fine with my corner and my whiskeys 
when the barman walked over and placed a drink on my table. 

‘Here,’ he said. 
‘What’s this?’ 
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‘A guy bought it for you.’ 
I looked around. ‘What guy?’ 
‘Just some guy.’ 
The barman glanced back at the bar to check that he had no 

customers, and then took a seat opposite me, throwing a white bar-
towel over his shoulder as he did so. He perched awkwardly, to 
suggest that he wasn’t staying, that he wasn’t invading my personal 
space. Good barmen know about these sorts of things. These sorts of 
things called people. 

‘Some guy was in here the other day,’ he began. ‘Strange guy. 
Tall and kind of mysterious. On his way out he came over to me and 
gave me some money. He said some stuff about not feeling worthy 
of how well life had treated him. And that he wanted to pass at least 
a little of his good fortune on to someone else not so lucky. He told 
me: “The next person who really needs a drink, buy them one from 
me.”’ 

I looked at the drink. It was a coffee. 
‘I think you really need this drink,’ the barman said, and with 

that he stood up and left me alone. 
I drank the coffee. It didn’t help, neither to sobriety nor sanity. At 

least, not straight away. So I decided to drag myself to the next 
establishment. And then, as I stood to leave, it suddenly dawned on 
me. I realised the point. 

I walked over to the barman. 
‘Here,’ I said as I slid a banknote across the bar. ‘The next person 

who really needs a drink ... buy them one from me.’ 
He smiled and pinned the note up on the wall behind the bar. 

‘Sure thing.’ 
I managed half a smile back and then left Joe’s Place in search of 

another one. I never found one. Not quite like that. 
Sometimes, something happens that can make you carry on.  
In life’s unending stream of events, it’s not about reaction, it’s 

about proaction. You can’t spend your life reacting to a single event 
in the past; you have to be ready for the next one. 

A man bought me a drink. I bought the next man one. That’s how 
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it works. Onward and forward. Only forward. 
From that point on, the world began to turn again for me. 

�  �  �  �  �  

‘I’ll sleep on the couch,’ I said to Melissa. 



 
 
 

����
 
 
 
 
The fact that I awoke to bright light seeping through the thin 

curtains suggested that I must have finally achieved sleep, though it 
had been something of a fantasy for much of the night. Primitive 
civilisations may have thought it extravagant to have invented both a 
couch and a bed, but there is one fundamental difference between 
these two pieces of furniture. You can sleep on one of them. 

Though, to be fair to the upholstery, sleep was bound to be 
elusive, for all the recurring thoughts running around my brain like 
hamsters on crack. 

‘Morning.’ Melissa was standing beside me with two mugs of tea 
in her hands and a subtle smile on her lips. I wondered how long she 
had been standing there. Suddenly, the seriousness of the situation 
hit me like a butcher’s mallet. My hair must be in a right state. It 
always did strange things in the morning. There’s a reason why my 
sister used to call me Carrot Top. 

As you can tell, my sense of priority is always spot on, first thing 
in the morning. The grim reaper may well be knocking at the door, 
but he’d just have to hang on a minute whilst I got my comb. 

I dragged myself into a sitting position and desperately tried to 
flatten my hair with both hands. 

‘Morning,’ I said, taking one of the mugs of tea from Melissa. 
‘Thanks.’ 

Melissa sat on the other sofa. ‘Thanks for staying,’ she said. 
‘No problem,’ I replied. 
I took a sip of my tea as I tried to recall some of those recurring 
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thoughts from last night. I’d discovered when I used to write that the 
most creative time to think was as you teeter on the brink of sleep, 
as your mind swims between the real and the unreal. The corner of 
your mind that is the creator of your dreams can be summoned into 
service to work on the problems of everyday life, and its solutions 
can be delightfully imaginative. The only problem being that you 
don’t always remember them. I used to practise catching myself just 
before I fell into slumber, so that I could run my recent thoughts 
through a more conscious mind. Similarly, I trained myself to ensure 
that the first thing I did on waking was to try to remember the last 
thing I was thinking before I fell asleep. On this occasion, I was 
successful. 

‘I was wondering,’ I said to Melissa. ‘You’ve been investigating 
the missing that stay missing.’ 

‘Yeah?’ 
‘But, what about the missing that did not stay missing?’ 
Melissa shrugged. ‘If they’d been found in a reasonable length of 

time, the case would never have been a case. Just a report, filed and 
closed.’ 

‘Sure, normally a missing person isn’t very interesting once 
they’ve been found. It’s no longer a matter for the police. But in this 
special case where you have all these missing persons and they all 
seem to be linked, then a found person is probably the most 
interesting person you’re ever likely to meet.’ 

Melissa wasn’t convinced. ‘Maybe, maybe not. But tens of 
thousands of missing person reports have been filed over the same 
period of time. Possibly none of them linked to the others. How 
would I know where to start? The only common feature about all the 
missing people is that they are still missing, which isn’t something 
that can be said for someone that isn’t.’ 

‘Ah, but that isn’t the only commonality is it?’ 
‘No, true. The other common feature is that they are all linked to 

someone else that is still missing.’ 
‘Right.’ 
‘OK. But if I attempted to cross-reference every single closed 
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missing person report with every one that is still open then I’d 
probably still get hundreds of false positives. The numbers are just 
too large.’ 

I did my best at pulling off a knowing glint in the eye, and then 
stood up. Then I realised I wasn’t wearing many clothes and sat 
down again. Melissa averted her gaze as I hastily pulled on jeans 
and a shirt. 

‘Come on,’ I said, when I was decent. 
I led her to her office, to the vidiwall still unashamedly flaunting 

neat little rows of disappeared faces. I studied it for a while and 
eventually found what I was hoping for. 

‘This one,’ I proclaimed. 
‘Yes?’ 
‘It stops.’ 
‘It does.’ 
I turned to Melissa. ‘Ever wondered why? Ever wondered if the 

next face didn’t quite make it, didn’t quite manage to disappear?’ 
Melissa’s eyes widened. She gulped down the remainder of her 

tea and then rushed out of the room. 
‘Where are you off to?’ I called after her. 
‘To work,’ she shouted back. ‘I don’t have access to those reports 

here.’ 
‘It’s a Sunday,’ I said, pretty much to myself, as Melissa was out 

of earshot by then. I wandered back into the lounge and dropped 
myself back onto the sofa for the purpose of administering socks to 
both feet. A few moments later Melissa came bounding past and 
into the kitchen.  

‘Help yourself to anything for breakfast,’ she called from the next 
room. ‘There’s cereal, bread, milk in the fridge. Have what you 
want.’ 

‘Don’t you want me you come with you?’ I asked, making my 
way to the kitchen slowly whilst buttoning up my fly, which I 
thought it was about time I got around to. 

‘Hardly a good idea to turn up at the police station with a 
suspect,’ she shouted, not realising I was standing in the doorway. 
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‘And is it a good idea to leave one in your house?’ 
She turned to face me when she heard the closeness of my voice. 
‘I’ll take the chance,’ she said, more softly and with less urgency 

to her words. ‘Here’s a spare key. Lock up when you go.’ She 
pecked me on the cheek and smiled at me, and it seemed entirely 
natural. Then she left. 

‘Call me,’ I shouted after her. 
‘I will.’ 
That was the last time I saw her in person before she turned. 
 
Standing in Melissa’s kitchen I frantically analysed the situation. 

Events were steadily gathering pace and a sense of urgency rushed 
through me. It felt like I was standing in a room with the walls 
closing in on me. I had no time to lose. I had to find the exit before I 
got squished – had to solve the puzzle. 

And I was well aware that there was one person who might be 
able to help me solve that puzzle. I’d known this for some time, but 
I hadn’t mentioned it to Melissa. It appeared that she didn’t know 
about Dr. Lockley, and I thought I might like to keep it that way for 
now. 

I saw this mystery less like a puzzle and more like an unfinished 
road, leading from an event way back then to something big 
happening right now. Slowly, sections of road were being dropped 
into place, and eventually it would be complete in my mind, a 
pathway leading to the truth. 

Dr. Lockley was one of those sections – maybe, around junction 
thirteen. It was time I paid him a visit. 

�  �  �  �  �  

The carriages rattled their way down the track and for once I 
didn’t notice the other passengers on the train. My thoughts were 
solely introspective.  

It’s long been understood that our sense of self is merely a 
delusion, there to keep things ticking over smoothly. Our conscious 
thoughts are just a narrative for our life, made up after the fact as we 
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trudge through it. It can be proven, in fact: electrical pulses in the 
brain that initiate an action can be detected a fraction of a second 
before the conscious decision to carry out that action. What does 
this mean? It means that your subconscious always knows better 
than you do. It means that you should always heed your gut feelings, 
your hunches. I’m not saying your subconscious is prophetic or 
anything. I’m not even saying that it’s always right. But what you 
can always guarantee is that it’s made a better job of assimilating all 
the data in your brain than you have. It just may not have 
communicated such as yet. 

Sometimes, when you’re going about your normal daily 
activities, you might be aware of this dark foreboding sensation 
clawing away at the edge of your mind; or sometimes you have this 
warm glowing sensation in your stomach. And you don’t know why. 
Or sometimes, you don’t even notice it, then all of a sudden you’ll 
just catch yourself whistling or being nice to someone; or smashing 
up furniture or something; and you’ll realise that this feeling has 
been hanging around all day.  

I had one of those unexplained feelings at the moment, luckily of 
the warm glowy variety. Surely, on balance, things had just turned 
pretty bad. Whichever way I looked at it, the probability of me being 
either in prison, missing or dead, within a very short timescale, was 
at least slightly higher than it had been a few days back. This surely 
couldn’t be a good thing? My subconscious was obviously taking 
some factor into account that I had as yet overlooked. 

My thoughts returned to the Clandestines. They were to blame – 
partly. They had made it all possible; made it all the more easy to 
disappear, to become someone else, to leave it all behind. 

They were afraid. Afraid of Big Brother. They thought 
everyone’s life was an open book. In a way, they were right. Every 
last detail of our interactions with the outside world is stored in 
untold millions of different databases across the world: utility 
companies, banks, employers, department stores, schools, charities, 
churches. They each know something about us, and it is all only a 
touch of a button away. And none of it is permitted to be secret from 
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the governments of the world. They control every last node of G and 
monitor every last byte that passes through it. 

For everyone else, of course, there are strict laws to control 
access to this ocean of knowledge. But, at the end of the day, it is all 
there. And if something is available, then there is always someone 
who knows how to get it. 

People began to feel naked in the outside world. If you walked 
into a bar and started to chat someone up, within thirty seconds that 
person could have snapped your picture with their phone and found 
out almost everything about you, via various nefarious software 
applications. It was illegal and traceable, but it was far too 
ubiquitous for the authorities to prosecute. As long as you weren’t 
plotting a terrorist attack or a revolution, they didn’t much care. 

It was a ridiculous situation to be in, and I don’t think anyone 
would have argued against something needing to be done. There 
were many things that could have been done, but it was the 
Clandestine movement that gained most support. What they 
campaigned for was what they called Multiple Status, and to cut a 
long Political History lecture short, eventually that’s what they got. 

The Bill of Multiple Status allows, for the first time in history, a 
person to have more than one identity. It sounds a whacky idea but 
you get used to it, I guess. In fact, sometimes I even think it makes 
more sense, but not that often. 

What it basically means is that you can register a new identity 
with whatever name you choose, and with it you can get a job, or 
rent a flat, or buy a car. You can even get tried and prosecuted under 
this new identity, or stand for government. It’s a brand-spanking-
new, fully-functioning member of society, complete with matching 
carry-case and lifetime guarantee. 

The Clandestines didn’t quite get it all their own way, though. 
They wanted each identity to be completely independent from the 
others held by the same owner. But this would never have worked. 
Instead there is a single central registry of all the identities and to 
whom they belong, which is administrated by a body called the 
Multiple Identity Registration Agency – MIRA. MIRA is almost 
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entirely automated, and the registry itself is held on a bank of 
servers which are among the very few computers on the planet not 
to be directly connected to G. Access to it is extremely restricted. 
Only matters of national security, or the most severe of criminal 
activities, will ever earn an Access Warrant to the information held 
by MIRA. 

It was deemed that privacy had become our most precious 
commodity and so it would be protected at almost all costs. 
Sometimes, that cost is criminals evading prosecution and 
sometimes it is probably even loss of life. But it was considered that 
more harm would be done by not protecting people’s right to 
privacy. It seems immoral at first glance, but then is it immoral to 
allow people to drive cars when it will result in the deaths of 
thousands of people every year? No, because so many people desire 
to drive cars. And that’s basically what it comes down to. Every 
political decision is just a matter of weighing up human utility, 
seeing which way the scales tip. 

Shortly after the inception of the agency, the term mira came to 
be used colloquially to refer to any of a person’s alternate identities. 
In principle, virtually anyone could register one, with exceptions 
including children, the mentally ill or those with a criminal record. 

There are a few restrictions on what you can do with a mira. For 
certain activities in society, such as voting and claiming tax relief, 
you can only do so with a consummated identity, of which you can 
have only one. To prevent you having more, an identity is 
consummated by recording against it biometric data – retinal scans, 
DNA samples and the like. 

Anyway, this is all detail. I guess the salient point for me right 
now was this: if you want to create a mira and run away to start a 
new life, then that is your choice, you are free to do so. And your 
mum can’t just phone up the authorities and ask what your new 
name is. 

Many corners of society look down on the whole concept. They 
assume that the only goal of having a mira is deceit. Maybe that’s 
true, but maybe the world needs a little deceit to keep it ticking 
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over. 
Melissa and I hadn’t discussed the subject much. Yesterday, 

during the little incident with the gun, she had inferred that she had 
a mira herself – Sowena Dervin. So presumably she wasn’t totally 
against the idea. But, then, she had good cause to be paranoid; good 
cause to want to hide. 

In a way it made this whole business more frustrating. The MIRA 
database held vital information that could possibly help locate the 
missing people. But because none of the disappearances were 
suspected of being linked to serious criminal activity, it didn’t come 
close to warranting access. 

It’s true, none of the cases did seem to be linked to criminal 
activity when studied individually. Look at each case in turn and 
you see that there was no evidence to support it. The people just 
seemed to have left. But then, studying the cases as a whole made it 
even less likely that there was any foul play. It was too big – way 
too big. 

So, it was something else. That was becoming clear. 
A big something else. 
And the one thing you can say about big something elses, is that 

they always turn out to be important. 
It made me feel uneasy. Like when you’re swimming in the sea, 

and you go out to where it’s so deep, that if you look down, all you 
see is blackness. You feel unsettled, vulnerable. You’re far from the 
safety of your natural environment. If things turn bad out here, you 
have no choice but to turn bad with them. I felt like that. I felt like 
things were shifting beneath me, beneath all of us. The rules were 
being rewritten. Society was changing. 

Yet, whatever was happening, whether it was good or bad, 
nobody was interested. Not MIRA. Not the police. 

There was just Melissa – and now me. 
I was trying to do my bit. 

�  �  �  �  �  

I stood at the end of a long gravel driveway, as the taxi sped off 
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behind me. Briefly, I allowed nostalgia to wash over me, then I 
shooed it away. I’m not a big fan of nostalgia. I feel the present has 
far more to offer. 

It began a couple of years after the incident at the festival. Out of 
the blue, my parents got a letter from a certain Dr. Lockley, a 
cognitive therapist. He was offering his services free of charge, with 
respect to their errant son, for the purposes of researching a paper he 
was writing. 

I was still experiencing behavioural difficulties – as it was 
politely termed – and my parents were willing to try anything. I, on 
the other hand, wasn’t so keen. Being as astute as my parents were, 
they picked up on my apprehension. It was the way I was screaming 
and hanging on to the banister at the bottom of the stairs, as they 
tried to drag me out of the house by my ankles. I had good reason, 
though. I’d had bad experiences with all the previous counsellors 
and social workers that had been thrown at me. 

But Dr. Lockley proved to be quite different from the others, and 
soon my fortnightly visits became the highlight of my calendar. He 
was without doubt the biggest single influence on my life. I am what 
I am today because of him. 

He didn’t want to talk about the past much. He didn’t ask me to 
relive painful memories. I got the impression that this was because 
he already knew. He was the sort of person who seemed to know 
everything. 

The consultation room in his large house in the country was like 
a sepia snapshot of a bygone era. Upholstery of worn brown leather; 
furniture of aged oak; shiny brass lamps and fittings. And row upon 
row of leather-bound books. 

There were models and skeletons of animals dotted about the 
room and hanging from the ceiling. And the top shelf of the 
bookcase – that stretched along two walls of the room – was 
reserved for dozens of jars, inside of which were all manner of 
peculiar specimens, pickled in yellowy liquid. 

To me, as a young boy, Dr. Lockely appeared to be ancient, with 
his greying hair and spectacles and old-fashioned clothes. Though, 
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in fact, he was probably only around fifty. 
We talked about me a little. About how I behaved and how I 

thought I should behave. But more than that, we just talked about 
people. He was passionate about people. Not just the way we are, 
but the way we have become what we are – how evolution has 
brought us to where we stand now. 

We talked for hours on this topic, and it’s why I became so 
interested in people myself. And through all this not-talking-about-
me he managed to figure out one thing that no one else ever had: 
what had happened to Mr. River Golding that night. 

I’d known all along, of course. But I’d never told anyone. It was 
buried so deep, I even managed to keep it from the hypnotherapists. 

But I told Lock. And that was that, as if I’d just told him it was 
raining. We moved on to talk about something else, like giant turtles 
or something just as irrelevant. We never spoke of it again, and, as 
far as I know, he never told anyone else. Because it wasn’t about the 
past, it was about me, about making me a boy again. 

When I stepped out of his house for the last time, I stepped out 
onto a different path, a better path. 

Two decades later, I was walking back. I needed his help again. 
Though, I wasn’t just in need of his expert advice. I’d like to think 
that, by now, I know almost as much as him about humanity and 
behaviour and evolution. Almost. 

No, I needed to talk to him now for the same reason that he 
needed to talk to me then. Because he wasn’t researching for a paper 
at all. He had a much more specific reason for wanting to talk to me. 
We had something in common. 

We had both met The Collector. 
 
I pressed the doorbell, set in the stone wall beside the door, and a 

regal tone echoed from within the house. Moments later the door 
opened and there stood a man I didn’t recognise. I knew Lock still 
lived here. I’m too tight not to have looked him up before I bought 
the train fare. 

 ‘Can I help you, sir?’ said the man courteously. 
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‘I’m looking for Dr. Lockley.’ 
‘I’m afraid he’s away from home.’ 
The word away worried me a little. ‘Away to what extent?’ 
‘I’m sorry, sir?’ 
‘I mean, away in a disappeared-inexplicably kind of way, or a be-

back-at-teatime kind of way?’ 
‘Away in a taken-his-wife-on-holiday-to-Paris kind of way.’ 
‘Ah, right.’ I stood there musing blankly for a moment. 
‘Will that be all, sir?’ 
‘No. Yes. Umm ... when will he be back?’ 
‘In one week. But his diary is very full on his return. You will 

have to make an appointment if you wish to see him.’ 
‘No, no. Just tell him ... just tell him Lleyton Quinn called by and 

... that I need to speak to him.’ 
‘Certainly, sir.’ 
I turned to walk away. 
‘Shall I say what it’s in relation to?’ 
‘Err.’ I turned back. ‘Yes. Say it’s in relation to ... water under 

the bridge.’ 
The man looked at me quizzically. ‘Very good, sir.’ 
I trudged off down the driveway, slightly dejected, my feet 

making satisfying crunching sounds on the gravel. It was late 
afternoon and the sun was low in the sky. I wasn’t a fan of winter 
sun. It did nothing to keep you warm and just served to hurt your 
eyes. I whipped out my Igneous sunglasses. I know what you’re 
thinking: weak consumer fashion victim. Well, I’ll have you know 
that Igneous sunglasses are actually really good. That footballer on 
TV said so. 

As I stood waiting for the taxi to arrive, I noticed some beehives 
in the field opposite, which would almost certainly be Lock’s. 

Let me tell you something interesting about colony insects such 
as bees. Many of them are sterile. Why is this interesting? Because 
there is no known mechanism by which such a characteristic could 
have evolved. Certainly not by natural selection – survival of the 
fittest, and all that jazz. 
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It’s just one example of a whole raft of characteristics throughout 
the natural world that are detrimental to the individual, but which 
are beneficial to the group or even the whole species. Aging is 
another classic. Ultimately resulting in death, you have to agree it’s 
not the best of features – speaking from an individual’s standpoint. 
Yet, by promoting diversity through the continual cycle of life and 
death, it is greatly beneficial to a species. 

How can a characteristic that is disadvantageous to the survival 
of an individual ever have been selected? There is no easy answer. 

What becomes clear, to those who care to study it, is that 
evolution is much smarter than you might think. Eerily so. 

This is one of the first things that I remember learning from 
Lock. He told it how it was, and I respected that. And it made me 
realise that, however teachers made it sound at school, even grown-
ups know very little about anything. In truth, we know about as 
much about the universe as a mountain goat knows about crochet. 

All we can say for sure is that Mother Nature is a very clever 
chick. 

And she has a goal. 
But I’m pretty sure we’re not it. 



 
 
 

������
 
 
 
 
I stepped through my front door and was very briefly glad to be 

on known stable territory. I kicked off my shoes and tutted at the No 
New Messages displayed at the bottom of the monitor in the kitchen. 
Melissa hadn’t contacted me all day. With Lock out of the country 
for a week, she was the only hope I had in the short term. There was 
nothing more I could do right now, which made me feel about as 
useful as a flesh wound. 

I wandered idly through to the living room, stood in the middle 
of it for a moment and allowed myself a deep sigh. I decided I might 
like to try sitting for a while and looked around at the furniture. The 
sofa didn’t seem particularly inviting, nor the chair. Not that they 
looked uncomfortable, just not very, well, interesting. 

I plumped for the table. It was high enough such that I could 
swing my legs, which went some way to satisfying my need to 
fidget. 

I let out another deep sigh. 
There are many different kinds of boredom. There’s the kind of 

boredom where you’ve plain got nothing to do. There’s the kind of 
boredom where you’ve got loads of things you should be doing but 
can’t be bothered to do any of them. Then there’s the kind of 
boredom where there’s something in your life that is so big it makes 
everything else seem completely insignificant. I was suffering this 
last kind. Badly. 

I tried to decide on an activity to occupy myself, but nothing 
tempted me: food, television, sleep, even the new immersim game I 
bought last week. 
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I plodded over to the monitor at the other side of the room just to 
check that it still read No New Messages at the bottom. It did. I 
knew that, of course. I would have heard the audible alert if I’d 
received a message, unless I’d missed it mid-yawn. 

I decided to make my way through to the kitchen to kill some 
time. When there, I hopped up onto the work surface. Now, when I 
swung my legs, I could bounce my feet satisfyingly on the cupboard 
door below. Jesus, having something on your mind is really dull. 
Having something this big on your mind is tantamount to 
debilitation. 

Big somethings on my mind in reverse order: Firstly, there was 
this whole, seemingly insoluble, conundrum of the missing persons. 
I like puzzles, but I like puzzles I can solve, otherwise they’re just 
bugging. This one, in particular, was bugging from the start and was 
getting increasingly more bugging with each passing moment. 
Especially because it had a large bearing on relieving the second big 
something, which was the really tangible fear that I’d be the next 
one to be going missing. It was terribly unsettling for a lowly 
economist like myself, and I tried desperately to put this particular 
big something out of my mind. Finally, there was Melissa.  

I couldn’t escape the fact that I liked her – at some level – and I 
wasn’t so naïve to believe that this attraction didn’t at least 
contribute in my decision to help her. Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t 
talking a Kaylee-magnitude attraction. It was much less intense. 
More comfortable. We got on well, that was all. 

We were so different, yet not in a way that made us incompatible. 
The edges of our personality that we exposed to the world were 
quite dissimilar, but in a way that complemented each other, that 
fitted together like shapes in an Escher drawing. But right now, one 
of the shapes was missing – and I was missing it. Could that be 
right? I’d been on my own for years, perfectly content with my own 
company, and now suddenly I needed the attention of a person I’d 
only just met to stop me feeling alone. 

You see, this is why I don’t get involved with women. 
The gurgling in my stomach told me that I’d put off eating for 
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long enough. I couldn’t be bothered to cook anything properly. I got 
a frozen meal out of the freezer and zapped it. Five-and-a-half 
seconds later I had what some may laughingly call a meal. 

No New Messages it said on the monitor. I wasn’t surprised. 
Several hours later it was time to go to bed. But I was too bored 

to sleep. I felt unfulfilled, needed excitement. 
I always find killing people exciting. 

�  �  �  �  �  

I stood on the granite crenulations of a castle turret. The sky 
seemed so close that I should be able to reach out and touch the 
wispy clouds that floated overhead. It’s rare that I get the 
opportunity to admire the scenery here: it was usually such a frantic 
place. I’d stopped to rest for just a moment, to collect myself. The 
first rule you learn is never stop. If you don’t stop, nobody will catch 
you. The second rule you learn is that if you have to stop, stop 
somewhere high. 

I’d found somewhere high, and I stayed alert, my eyes eagerly 
surveying the view for any slight movement. Then abruptly my 
respite came to an end. A loud explosion, very near. A rocket 
slamming into the turret behind me, I guessed. The impact shook 
me, and I almost toppled off the castle wall. 

I swung around to see another rocket heading for me. It whistled 
past me inches from my face. I knew I had no choice and I leapt 
from my vantage point. I hit the grassy land hard and injured myself 
badly, but I knew it wouldn’t affect my performance, my ability to 
escape, not in this world. 

You can’t always stay where you are. Sometimes, where is safe, 
does not remain so. And sometimes the only way out, is down. 

I headed across the grassy plain, and I could feel the predator 
behind me. I felt the pounding of explosions around me. I was 
caught in the splash of some of them but not a direct hit. After the 
fall, I would be too weak to take one. 

Before me was a sheer rock face reaching into the sky and, at its 
base, a blue lagoon. I dived in. I knew where it led. I’d been there 
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before. When I was submerged I turned to face the way I had come, 
but continued swimming backwards – you can do that here. Now, I 
had the upper hand for the first time in this duel. I was out of sight, 
and if he wanted to follow, he’d have to step into the water, step into 
the crosshair of my rocket launcher. A few aimless rockets plunged 
into the water after me and then ceased. He wasn’t going to follow. 

I stayed under water and made my way through a short flooded 
passageway. I surfaced in a large cavern, lit by flaming torches that 
threw flickering shadows across the craggy walls. On the far side of 
the cavern there was a masonry doorway in the rock face, and in 
front of that was a wooden jetty that jutted out into the pool. And on 
the jetty was what I was looking for, the golden flag. Unfortunately, 
it was on the back of a character who didn’t appear to be the 
benevolent-flag-giver type. It was the severed limb between his 
teeth that gave it away. 

I could try to take him out from here, but no. The third rule: aim 
at the feet, and I couldn’t even see his feet. A person is a difficult 
target to hit, especially if you happen to be bobbing around in a 
dimly lit lagoon. So when you fire a rocket, you’re likely to miss. 
And if you miss when firing on the level, the rocket is just going to 
sail right on by your target. If you aim at the ground near his feet, 
then even if you miss, he’ll be caught in the explosion. 

I ducked back under the water and swam to where I knew I could 
scrabble out onto the rocks without being seen. Without delay, I got 
into position and took aim. 

I steadied myself, calmed my nerve, prepared to fire ... and then 
the words ‘One New Message’ appeared in large green text in front 
of me … and I let off a rocket into the ceiling. 

Damn. 
In my mind I said the word pause and the simulated world 

around me froze and then dissolved to black. View mailbox, I 
thought aloud. 

The blackness before me filled with myriad three-dimensional 
icons – solicons the people from LightRave call them. LightRave 
make the model of immersion simulator I own. It’s the best one on 



Paul J. Newell 

110 

the market, and it ships with an operating system that interfaces 
seamlessly with my Home System, which is a useful feature if you 
get mail whilst you’re immersed, or your house starts burning down 
or something. 

The solicons hovered neatly in a column before me, bouncing 
around slightly in a playful manner. At the floor, the column 
diverted itself behind and snaked off into the distance. 

At the top of the column was a solicon in the form of an old-
fashioned phone, indicating an audio message. It pulsated regularly 
like a beating heart, to signify that the message was unopened. Next 
to the phone was the text, ‘(UNKNOWN SENDER)’. It was either 
Melissa or someone trying to sell me a brand new something-I-
didn’t-want. 

Play, I thought, and my heart lifted to hear Melissa’s voice. 
‘Hi, it’s Melissa. Sorry, I would have called but time crept up on 

me, didn’t realise it was so late. I have some potential leads. I’ll call 
you tomorrow and fill you in. Err. Bye.’ 

No you will bloody not call me tomorrow, I thought. It was an 
inner thought, not out loud. The English language has not yet caught 
up with technology in some respects. When you’ve used devices like 
immersims, you come to appreciate the different levels of thought 
that you can experience. 

There was a time when we had no words at all for functions of 
the mind. Back in the days of Homer, there were no words for think 
or decide, doubt or believe. No distinction was made between 
thoughts and the words that expressed them. You didn’t think you 
listened to your heart. 

Today, we still find ourselves lacking in the vocabulary 
department. There are thoughts that you think out loud: projected, 
explicit thoughts. The ones you say in your head, right at the 
forefront of your mind. The ones you have when you’re discussing 
something with yourself silently. These are the thoughts that 
immersims listen to and respond to. At the other end of the scale 
there are deep, internal, involuntary thoughts: feelings and desires. 
They exist without you having to think them or consider them. And 
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in between there is everything else. 
Call Melissa, I said in my head – or thought out loud – then 

added, audio only. It was the polite thing to do with someone you 
didn’t know that well, especially after midnight. Of course, she 
could always accept the call as audio-only herself, but she’d 
appreciate the gesture. That’s me, always striving to be the 
gentleman. 

As the call dialled, I uncoupled myself from the immersim and 
walked through to my bedroom. Melissa answered. 

‘Hi, you’re up late for a school night.’ 
‘Things on my mind,’ I said. ‘How’d it go?’ As she started 

talking, I began to undress. I figured I might be ready to go to bed 
now I’d heard from Melissa. 

‘So, so. Had to wade through dozens of archived reports of 
missing persons. All those that had a reasonably significant 
acquaintance probability with the person at the end of the stunted 
chain. Most seemed to be just your regular runaways. Rebelling 
kids, et cetera. There are a few cases that could be one of ours, but I 
couldn’t say for sure. Unfortunately, the paperwork isn’t as 
rigorously completed for cases that reach a quick resolution.’ 

‘Yes, I can imagine,’ I said, slightly strained from within a half-
removed jumper.  

‘But there is one that I’ve got a really good feeling about. The 
report details behavioural changes in the days before the 
disappearance that are similar to those of some of our missing 
persons.’ 

‘Excellent,’ I said, as I dropped my trousers and kicked them 
across the floor. 

‘Hmmm, you’d think so wouldn’t you?’ 
‘Why? What’s up?’ My tired fingers fumbled with the buttons of 

my shirt. 
‘Well, she’s under psychiatric care now.’ 
‘Ahh.’ Left sock off. 
‘Exactly.’ 
‘Mind you, that’s interesting in itself.’ Right sock off, but lost my 
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balance in the process and collapsed onto my bed. 
‘Is it? How?’ 
I sat up and perched on the edge of the bed in my underpants. 
‘Well, granted, one person isn’t much of a trend, but if it’s not a 

coincidence then it tells us that whatever she went through was 
mentally unhinging. Which is interesting.’ 

‘I guess.’ She didn’t sound convinced. 
‘You going to visit her tomorrow?’ 
‘Yeah, and her mum hopefully. She’s elderly and disabled and 

was being cared for by her daughter until...’ She drifted off. There 
was a brief pause before Melissa said my name softly and 
inquisitively. 

‘Lleyton?’ 
‘Yes? 
‘Can I turn video on? I’d like to see your face.’ 
Realising that she’d see a lot more than that for the second time 

that day, I groped around for a T-shirt and shorts and hastily began 
to pull them on. 

‘Err, sure.’ 
The next voice I heard was the gentle female tones of my Home 

System. 
‘Video request,’ it said succinctly. I had it configured to expert 

user mode. 
‘Accept,’ I replied. 
Melissa’s face appeared on a large screen on my bedroom wall. 

She looked tired and forlorn. 
‘You OK?’ I asked. 
‘Yeah,’ she said slowly, in a way that meant no. 
‘What’s up?’ 
‘It’s just ... you always forget how tough some people have it, 

don’t you? That poor girl was probably looking after her mother 
twenty-four-seven. Never got a chance to live her own life. Then she 
snaps, tries to get away from it all, and ends up in a psychiatric 
ward. And I –’ She dropped her head for a moment. ‘I have the 
damn cheek to act all hard-done-by when my boiler breaks down, or 
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get completely hacked-off when I run out of orange juice. Jesus, 
what right do I have?’ 

‘Hey, come on. You’re not responsible for all the world’s 
troubles.’ 

‘I know. I just want to make a difference. I want to put something 
right.’ 

‘I know you do. And I really think you can. Let’s see what you 
find out tomorrow, huh?’ 

‘Yeah, I might pull a sicky from work to go talk to her. Don’t 
think I have the patience to hang around.’ 

‘OK, well, that’s your decision. If you think it’s best. But keep in 
touch yeah?’ 

‘Sure.’ 
We said our goodnights and then finished the call. 
She didn’t keep in touch. 
 
I coupled myself back up to the immersim. I often use it in 

passive mode last thing at night. In this mode it is your own mind 
that creates the game. People experience it differently. For me, it’s 
like a totally lucid dream, only more ... solid, somehow. It feels as if 
everything around me is an instantiation of my own mind. As if my 
thoughts have each individually taken corporeal form and are 
walking along beside me.  

And somehow I feel part of something bigger. Like I’m in my 
own pea-sized bubble of reality, floating around in an endless 
cosmos of possibilities.  

When I’m there, I’m taken to a place. A place where a deep 
subconscious part of me has already been. I’m led down a path by 
this inner me and shown things that I sense are important. But their 
importance is ethereal and it slips away from me. 

People say you shouldn’t sleep in immersims, but I sleep... 

�  �  �  �  �  

Auburn leaves floated to the ground from naked branches of 
autumnal trees and lay deeply on the muddy trail. They stuck to my 
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shoes as I trudged along. I could see the vapour of my breath 
hanging in the crisp air before me, then fading away. But I didn’t 
feel the cold. I knew it was there, around me. I could sense it, but I 
couldn’t feel it. As if it was really a distant memory. 

Occasionally, a twig would snap beneath my foot, and in 
response a bird would clumsily clatter its way out of a nearby tree. 
Beside that, not a sound. 

The trees grew thinner up ahead, and the winding trail I walked 
grew broader. The ground that had been only dark was now 
variegated with mottled patches of sunlight that seeped through the 
thinning canopy; and a sparse layer of grass began to form a carpet 
over the muddy path. 

I stepped out into a clearing. The thick grass was wet with 
morning dew, and the sun was low over the treetops ahead. Before 
me was a ruin, the tumbledown remains of a house or chapel maybe. 
I walked towards it with casual strides, the tails of my coat flowing 
behind me. Large stones lay about, some half-submerged in the soil, 
others balanced precariously atop one another. The coarse surface of 
the stone was cracked and pitted, and lichen covered it like a 
creeping parasite. 

A number of crumbling columns remained standing to various 
heights, clearly defining the edge of what was once a rectangular 
room. I stepped into the room. I tapped my cane satisfyingly on the 
slabs of the uneven stone floor, between which vegetation sprouted 
up ubiquitously. 

The emerald feather of a peacock spiralled majestically from the 
sky and bounced silently on the stones before me. A lady stooped 
down to pluck it from the ground, and, as I looked more closely, I 
noticed that the feather was actually a quill. 

The lady was dressed in an elegant ball gown, with soft bustle 
and flowing train. She smiled, and I tipped my top hat to her. The 
tight golden locks of her hair bounced playfully about her shoulders 
as she flowed toward me like a river. The trees looked on in interest 
and then began to play music that filled the air about us. She held 
out a delicate hand, gloved in lace, and I took it gently to place a 
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kiss. Then we danced. As we glided across the floor, our feet 
followed contours, like the graceful hand of a calligrapher, spelling 
out words of nothingness – to teach the birds how to fly away. 

The breeze picked up, and it carried the smell of the ocean. The 
sun beat down and warmed the skin of my sleeveless arms. The sand 
oozed pleasantly through my toes, as my feet sank into the dry white 
sand; and small lapping waves played at the edge of the shore. 
Something caught my eye a little further along the beach. I headed 
toward it as the two elderly tortoises further up the sand looked on 
wisely. 

I could make out the object now. It was a large shell, a conch. 
The word fluttered around in my mind for a moment, then dissolved. 
I bent down and picked it up. The outside surface was white, 
dappled with pale pinks and browns; and it was textured, but not 
rough to the touch. I ran the nail of my middle finger along the little 
horns that curved off at the rim, then I turned it over in my hand. 
Vibrant pink adorned the inside of the shell, and it was so smooth 
and shiny that the sun glinted off of it. 

I was distracted by voices. Two boys, dressed in school uniform, 
plodded along the beach toward me, chattering secretively. 

‘Shhh,’ I heard one say to the other. ‘You haven’t got the conch.’ 
I turned as they passed me, but now the boys were no longer 

dressed in uniform, instead they wore bright orange togas. Their 
skin was dark and their heads were shaved. I watched them. 

I watched as the boy stood on the veranda, burning timbers 
falling about him. The boy looked up at the first-floor window that 
was belching smoke into the air. He held his arms out stretched, 
waiting patiently for a face to appear, the face of his friend. 

He could have run away, but he stayed. He could have stopped 
the pain of his melting flesh, but he stayed. Why did he stay? What 
would others have thought of him if he’d run? What would he think 
of himself? 

He stayed. 
 


