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raindrops turn into hailstones: just when t
arrive near the suspect addresses. Moving
fast, | take cover in a bus shelter.

Across the street there's a small comidor
between two flats. The extended rooftops
almost touch each other and have—by some
crazy coincidence—just enough space
between each other to let single hailstones
through, one by one. These hailstones
bounce around at all possible angles on their
way down.

To make things even stranger, there's this

little footbridge haifway down between the
two high-rise apartments where three slabs of
concrete leave another two equidistanced
holes.
By a strange trick of light, the hailstones light
up in the shadowy corridor between the two
flats, making their trajectories eminently
visible. Spellbound like a rat hypnotized by a
snake, | cannot heip but watch in awe.

On the bottom of the cormridor, the
hailstones gather in heaps exactly like that of
an interference pattern: One big heap in the
middle, then two smaller heaps next to it,
then two even smaller heaps next to those,
and so on. Like the double-slit experiment
incredibly enlarged. How beautiful, I'm
completely enchanted.

Then the penny of reality drops into my
mesmerized brains: this is not possible.
Single hailstones cannot interfere  with
themselves, let alone behave as waves.
Straight beneath the openings of the
footbridge there should be two large heaps of
the same size, not this dubious interference
pattern.

My mind is running in circles. The moment
these become a downward spiral the
hailstorm abates, the sky clears and the sun
bursts through the dark clouds. In the comer
of my eye | catch a fleeting glimpse of a
sneering smile on a knowing face. s it that
guy on one of the balustrades? Just as | tum
my head the figure disappears inside.

Nunca mente, | know what apartment it is.
The address is on my list. { enter the flat and
climb the stairs to the apartment, but nobody
answers the door. | try the neighbours but
they say that Mr. Wellspring has recently
moved, where to nobody knows. Mierda. At
such moments | wish | were nobody. Another
puzzle richer and none the wiser | return
home.

The following days — inasmuch as my
spare time allows — | try to find the enigmatic
Mr. Wellspring but he seems to have
disappeared without a trace. Neither do |
encounter other strange phenomena: the
outer world seems to stay sane for the time
being. Maybe | should've called my alien
patron the minute | realized something
strange was going on, but -—— admitamos lo —
| was too entranced.

Then | get an SMS from Mr. ktchpalm
saying he will see me urgently. I've hardly
read it and there it comes, the next act in club
masquerade. A little hermit with a shaggy
beard and matching mismatched, shabby
clothes. That look of benign idiocy while
thinking it is oh-so-smart. Please, please,
please don't tell me it has a cunning plan.
Still, something doesn’t mesh; the foulness
isn't complete: the air around it is way too
clean.

“Mr. Hemandez, you are taking too much
time.”

Alli vamos: now it's my cunning plan at
fault.

“I had the villain almost nailed, he barely
escaped.”

“You do not need to catch the culprit, Mr.
Hemandez, i will take care of that. You only
have to alert me the minute you see
something strange.”

“¢Es todo? Leave out all the fun parts?”

"Perform all your wild car chases, gun-
blazing break-ins and other pyrotechnical
stunts in another assignment. We need to get
that device, and we had better be fast!”

“You're getting quite charged up about
this, aren't you, mi amigo?”

“Charged up! That's exactly what 'm not
getting!”

Never expected this paragon of cold
machine mind to get all heated up.
Obviamente, it's said what it had to as it tums
its—for lack of a better word—back to me
and leaves.

“Hey, if you want to play Baldric,” | scoff at
the retreating gnome, “at least smell the part.”

Mr. Machine Intelligence, pah. At least anger
and despair are common in our parallel
evolution. The rest must be quite disparate.
That is, could our computers evolve so far
that they could encompass Artificial
Inteliigence? But that would be too much like
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whatever — it becomes literally brain-dead! It
also explains its limited action radius: it was
saving energy.

In the meantime, in the center of the
reality-stretching fury there is a brief flurry of
concentrated activity, almost lost in the
surrounding madness. El préximo segundo,
consensual reality reasserts itself and the
world becomes recognizable once more.
While the terrified crowd lets out a collective
sigh of relief I'm approached — de una
direccion diferente — by the next vaudevillian
of the anarchy theater. Intense eyes beneath
black-rimmed glasses, bushy brows and
moustache, a taxing expression on its face.
The weary head looking for the next victim as
its sneering mouth casually blows smoke
rings. How that's possible without the telltale
cigar it's not holding... well... details.

“Well done., Mr. Hemandez. | have
retained the device.”

"De nada. What about Mr. Wellspring?”

“Mr. Wellspring was a lower order unit: a
minor nuisance, trying fo steal what it cannot
develop.”

“Bueno. Now that you've breached the
subject: in return for my services some
information about technological discoveries
not yet done...”

“Sorry, but no. Protocol IX: any transfer of
information fo a society not yet ready for it is
strictly forbidden.”

“If that's out of the question there is this
little matter of expenses.”

“Expenses?”

"Comes with the lifestyle. As you know, we
International Operators need to travel a lot —
first class only — we wreck expensive cars,
destroy the odd building and such.”

“True. Incredibly wasteful, but well, yours
is still an immature civilization.”

“Bien. Now can you arrange a substantial
transfer of funds?”

*“No problem. The incompetence of some
of your so-called accountants is only matched
by the greed of some of your so-called
managers. They won't notice a subtle shift in
assets.”

“The way you say it,” | wonder, “it's almost
as if you're developing a sense of humour.”

*Humour?" it says, “What concept is that?"

“The quintessential human way to deal
with the apparent futility of life and give a little
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sense to it in the process.”

1t looks at me with an expression so frozen
in amazement that for a short moment | fear
its quantum computer has jammed.

“Nunca mente,” | finish light-heartedly, "it'll
give you a lot to discover in sociocultural
areas. You'll find it fascinating.”

Then it leaves for the last time. | ought to
say something witty like “Groucho Marx
without a free-for-all is like Karl Marx without
Das Kapital.” but I'm too excited. Realmente,
if it has transferred the amount of money I've
asked for | cannot only finish my Ph.D. —
subject: possible research directions towards
the suppression of decoherence in a
quantum computer environment—but start up
a whole research branch in that direction as
well: with the knowledge that it is possible,
we should be able to find a way.
Eventualmente, we might even test it at our
Institut de Fisica d'Altes Energias.

Then we'll see just how primitive our
society is, Mr. Machine Intelligence.

Jetse de Vries is a technical specialist for a
propulsion company and for that he travels around
the worid. In his spare time his senses become
warped and he tries to reformulate his aitered
perception in fictional form. Other examples of this
are coming up in Here & Now and the anthology
in the Outposts of Beyond.









Eric soon unscrewed the hinges and, with
police assistance, withdrew the door by
sliding it sideways, thus freeing the bolt from
the metal holder. The landlady hovered close
by. They entered the room.

A smell of fresh paint was noticeable, and
they were dazzled by the brilliance, so much
so that Carru dropped his shades in place.
Even the window glass had been whitened.

“Light and airy, isn’t it?” commented Eric.

“Plenty of white but no Mr White,"
observed Carru.

They checked under the bed and inside
the wardrobe which was empty of belongings
never mind the tenant. Not even a bucket and
spade.

“Could he be hiding behind the
wallpaper?” suggested Mrs Quigley.

Sgt Bell chuckled. “I don't think so, dear.
The bucket would leave a bulge”
Nevertheless, the notion did remind him of an
illusionist who performs a trick by blending in
with the backcloth. And there was an
uncanny feel to the room, one of being
watched. He slipped the catch on the
window. They left the room.

“Might as well replace the door, Eric.”

Driving back to the Station, Sgt Bell
wondered if the old dear had made it all up.

“Someone painted that room and put in
new furnishing,” pointed out Carru.

“Perhaps she did - and signed the
register, too.”

“That ceiling was high, Bill.”

“Most ceilings are, Colin — unless it's the
floor above the room below. She could have
used a rolier.”

“On the floor.”

“On the bloody ceiling, man!” As an
afterthought the sergeant added, “You'l
make Inspector, Colin," thinking of Clouseau.

Being a wind-up merchant, Carru smited.
“But what would be the reason for introducing
someone dressed like a refugee from a
seaside pier?”

“Perhaps he was a pierrot wanting digs?”

“They usually remove their costume after
the show.”

“Well, perhaps he'll turn up again with a
logical answer,” replied Sgt Bell. “Best to
leave it on the back-burner to stew awhile.”

The case had rested a couple of weeks or so
when another call of a similar content as
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before was received from Mrs Quigley. This
time a Mr Black had booked in and
disappeared.

“You don't think the dotty old dear has
been watching Reservoir Dogs?” suggested
Carru, as he drove along the front on their
way to the guest house.

“I've seen some rum dos in my time with
the Force, but | reckon this one could take
the biscuit,” replied the sergeant.

“Tea, sergeant?” trilled Mrs Quigley, showing
them into the parlour graced by the presence
of the local ‘postcard’ vicar, only just visible in
an ammchair where he balanced a chipped
cup and saucer on one knee, and a small
plate and a triangle sandwich on the other.

“Nice morning,” he greeted, and beamed a
toothy smile not unlike the Dick Emery
caricature. The landlady leaned towards him,
no doubt putting the vicar in the picture. "l
see,” said the vicar, ‘then shall we all kneel in
prayer?”

“No, Pumfrey. | said ‘absence’, not
‘absolution’.” Turning to the policemen, she
explained that, “Vicar Vocker is a littte hard of
hearing. In fact, he doesn't know his sermon
from his ..."” A fit of choking cut short the
landlady’s speech. The vicar removed a fine
bone from his mouth and placed it on the side
of the plate. He lifted the top layer of his
sandwich and began inspecting the contents.

“Its filleted Polly, Pumfrey,” said the
landlady. Then addressing the policemen,
remarked, “He must look for them eise he
wouldn’t find them, would he?” The two
coppers smiled benignly. “Would you two
gentlemen lke a barbecued chooky
sandwich? They're nice and crispy.”

“Well, er, | think | will pass on that one,”
the sergeant answered, thinking another
parrot might have gone up in smoke. Carru
took one.

Once again the pair nursed crockery while
their host reported on the recent weird
happening as, from outside, happy seaside
sounds drifted into the parlour. When she
finished her lilting recital, Vicar Vocker piped
a clear but unclean note.

“Pardon,” he apologised and fluttered
flaccid fingers across his face.

“More tea, Pumfrey?” asked the host.

“l think not, dear Mrs Quigley,” the
embarrassed clergyman replied.

The interval over, they all trooped once
again up to the second floor, jostled by
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descending noisy children colourfully garbed
for the beach, where Carru tried
unsuccessfully to open the door to room Six.
Eric was once more sent for.

Eric duly arrived this time equipped with
additional gear — oxy-acetylene blowtorch. I
makes a lovely bang when you light it.”

“The screwdriver will suffice. We don't
want to burn the place down,” advised the
sergeant.

“We certainly dont,” agreed a worried
tandlady. “Vicar will think he's gone to Hell.”

Eric soon had the door off, commenting, "It
gets easier each time.”

They re-entered the now blacked out room
and were instantly aware of foreboding.

“Talk about the Black Hole of Calcutta,”
muttered the fireman, and retreated on to the
landing where he fingered his big hammer.

They searched the room with the same
result as before ~ no tenant.

“Not even a bucket and spade, Mrs
Quigley,” commented Carru.

“You might as well replace the door,” Sgt
Bell told the fireman.

Eric struggled with the door, even with the
assistance of Carru.

“You'd get on better with the boit back,”
Sgt Bell directed. An idea came to mind.
“Hang on a mo. Let’s see if it can be put back
with the bolt forward.”

With the door flat against the wall they
were able to slide it into position and the bolt
entered the worn holder.

“There. Now that's how you bolt a door on
the inside when outside,” said a triumphant
Sgt Bell.

The sergeant then proceeded to gently
quiz Mrs Quigley, who either failed to grasp
the policeman's inference, or feigned
complete bafflement. They decided to check
the store room downstairs where, lo and
behold, amongst the other household
requisites, many empty paint tins were found,
as well as some unopened ones containing
green paint.

“Expecting little green men from Mars, are
we, love?” asked Carru, grinning wildly. The
landlady still looked puzzled, and Pumfrey
sheepish.

“Shall we offer up a prayer?” he
suggested.

“I don't think so. We've got to be getting
back to the Station,” replied Beil.
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Cruising along the sea front on their return
to the Station, Carru opined the matter would
be best referred to Welfare. “She’s possibly
suffering some sort of dementia. And the old
Vicar was a tight 'un, too.”

“In more ways than one,” agreed Bell, a
remark that brought forth much laughter. "By
the way, how did you get on with your parrot
sandwich, Colin? Tasty, was it?"

*| dropped it into the vicar's pocket”
replied Carru.

“You were always good at that, Colin.”

Rounding the clock tower, Carru braked
abruptly. He pointed to the tea-garden
adjoining the sands where two black and
white garbed persons sat on a bench in the
shade of a sycamore tree. Of one accord, the
two policemen got out of the car and
searched the sky. Satisfied that no afien
landing was imminent, they proceeded
towards the strange beings, who were
holding sticks of striped rock.

When still some yards short of their
quarry, a large seed-vessel fell spinning
downwards from the highest branch of the
sycamore, gaining in size in descent, its
silvery wings turning into rotors, the pod a
cockpit. It landed on the beach. Messrs Black
and White, seemingly oblivious to the
gawping beach revellers, went to meet it.

The two transfixed policemen, clothing
flapping in the helicopter's slipstream,
watched as the two men climbed aboard. The
ship rose upwards into the faded denim sky
and whirred off over the razorblade sea.
When just a dot on the horizon, the two
policemen, neither speaking, walked stiffly
back to their car and continued on their way.

After many minutes silence, Sgt Bell said:
“Best not to put this incident on report, Colin.
After all, they haven't broken any law | can
think of — and my pension is only a year
away.”

His companion agreed. “They certainly
weren't speeding, Bill."

Sgt Bell nodded. “They could even be
regular visitors to Skeggy. Perhaps they find
it bracing.”

“They liked our rock, too,” replied Carru.

Geoff Jackson is a retired horticulturist who
pottered about the small press during the 60's and
70's. Now powered by pacemaker, his stories
have appeared over 200 times worldwide,
including Happy (USA), Litspeak (Germany),
Poputchik (Russia) and Unhinged (UK), He still
uses his gas-fired Olivetti Studio 45 typewriter.















hero know that his rival is a day ahead of him
has some reason to be on the road. Let's say
he's driving his pigs to market. That'll do for
someone coming on for a spit and a cough.
We don't need a detailed breakdown of the
pork economy of the whole region and that
peasant’s place within it.

All the same, their place within the society
they live in will influence our main characters,
just as much as their motives, be they selfish
or noble, and their relationships with other
people, good and bad. We're contemplating
another, slightly different three legged stool. If
the girt of our dragon-slaying hero's dreams
is a princess in her own right, she is far more
likely to have the self-confidence to tell him to
sling his hook. If she's the poor but honest
daughter o an impoverished merchant, she's
far more likely to have the habit of deference.
Alternatively, the princess in
her own right might be forced
to overlook his betrayal, for
the sake of dynastic
marriage. The poor but
honest lass would have far
less stake in such a society.
She might even take to the
road herself — and run into

This is another area
where character and world
building overlap. Your
character's reactions to their
plight must be believable in
the context of their world.
Grafting modern  feminist
attitudes onto a3 quasi-
medieval princess is going to
jar. Equally, a historically plausible world
coloured by unthinking sexism and racism
isn't going to sit well with modern audiences.
Again, we're fooking for balance and once
more, background reading will help you.
Historical biography, autobiography and
social history will broaden your own horizons,
show you how such historical attitudes
developed and changed. Consequently you'll
construct a convincing world where your
characters can live their lives to your
satisfaction.

So after asking all these questions and
making these choices we have our
characters developed alongside our piot and
our world. Now comes the stringing the words
together and actually writing the book. Ideally
the plot will proceed with gradual revelation,

‘Dialogue is crucial
Livak. for exposing
character; crude or
prissy, bold or
hesitant, shy or
arrogantly
insensitive.’
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occasional misdirection and a gripping ebb
and flow of drama. Readers will come to
know the world through careful use of
incidental description, scrupulous
maintenance of internal logic and accuracy of
facts while at the same time avoiding the data
dump. The characters must come alive
through similar well-crafted writing.

Dialogue is crucial for exposing character;
crude or prissy, bold or hesitant, shy or
arrogantly insensitive. It cuts both ways when
a woman inadvertently betrays herself with
an ill-chosen word or man is proved a
hypocrite by doing the very thing he has
scorned in someone else. Actions speak loud
than words, as we see our characters react to
challenges, how they interact with each other
and with their world. Whether in first or third
person, we learn most when we see that
world through the character's
own eyes.

When | sign a book
contract, my publisher has
accepted an outline of what !
plan to write. The finished
book is never the same as
that outline. Plot problems
crop up, inconsistencies in the
world need rethinking but the
main force driving such
changes is when the
characters grow in the writing
to develop a life and an
autonomy of their own. It's
quite one of the most
satisfying aspects of being a
writer and is why, after the
way the cast of characters
developed in Southern Fire, my copy of the
outline for Northern Storm is now covered in
red pen amendments.

Juliet E McKenna is the author of The Tales of
Einarinn and her new series, The Aldabreshin
Compass has begun with Southern Fire, out now
from Orbit paperbacks. Tums and Chances, a
novella casting an eye over the Lescari Civil Wars
waging in the same world will be out later this year
from PS Publishing.
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