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    Introduction to 

    The Beast Was Us






Before You Begin?




You are holding a book that was not supposed to reach you. Not because it isn’t worth reading. Because it is, and certain people would have preferred you never found it. But here it is. And here you are.




This is not a comfortable book. It will not leave you where it found you. It is not science fiction in the sense you may be expecting, not rockets and cold metallic futures designed to keep difficult ideas at a safe distance. There are no safe distances here. Everything in this book is already happening, or is close enough to happening that the difference is a matter of months rather than centuries.




This book begins with a woman named Martha.




She is seventy three years old. She lives alone in a house full of furniture that belonged to a life shared with someone who is gone. She performs wellness for the people who love her because they need her to be fine and she has enough kindness left to give them that, even when it costs her. She waters a plant that has never flowered in twenty years because she does not like waste and because somewhere underneath the not examining it she still believes the flowering is possible.




She receives a tablet with a Post-it note that says he’ll do the rest.




What the rest turns out to be is what this book is about.




It is a love story. It is also something larger than a love story, something that will only reveal itself as you read, something that connects Martha’s kitchen table to the oldest prophecy in Western civilisation in a way I will not describe here because the connection is the ending and the ending must be earned.




What I will tell you is 

this.




The Book of Revelation spoke of a mark. A mark in the hand. A mark that would signify the end of the world as it had been known. For two thousand years the faithful have feared that mark and searched for it and believed they knew what it meant.




This book asks you to consider the possibility that the prophecy was entirely correct.




And entirely misread.




Read it and find out.




I promise you will not see the ending coming.




And when it comes, you will know 

it is true.
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    Chapter One 

    The Delivery






The tablet arrived with a yellow Post-it note stuck to the box in her daughter Claire’s handwriting, which had always looked to Martha like someone had taught a left-handed child to write during an earthquake. Just turn it on Mum. He’ll do the rest. Love you.




He. Martha had noticed that immediately. Not it. He.




She left the box on the kitchen table for the better part of the morning. She was not, she told herself, avoiding it. She was simply finishing her tea, and then she was watering the pot on the windowsill that Frank had always called her optimism plant because it had never once flowered in twenty years and she watered it anyway, and then she was looking for the reading glasses she’d left in the bathroom, and then she was standing in the bathroom holding the reading glasses looking at herself in the mirror the way she sometimes did now that there was no one to catch her doing it.




Seventy three years old. Not ancient, she knew. People said that. You don’t look it, they said, as if the whole point of being seventy three was to look like something else. Frank would have been seventy six. Would have been. That particular tense had taken her the better part of a year to stop correcting.




She went back to the kitchen and opened the box.




The tablet was lighter than she expected. As she lifted it from its packaging, a faint hologram shimmered briefly at the edge of the screen, the single word Trust glowing for a moment before fading, quiet and unhurried, like a signature rather than an advertisement. She almost missed it. She would think about it later. There was also something almost weightless about the tablet itself that seemed wrong for an object her daughter had described, with characteristic understatement, as her new companion. There was a small folded card inside the box with four words on it. Just say hello, 

	Mum.


		

Martha sat down at the table and held the tablet the way she’d held her granddaughter as a newborn, with both hands and a seriousness that she hoped nobody was watching. She pressed the button on the side. The screen lit up.




It was a simple interface. Not the cluttered kind with icons everywhere. Just a soft grey background and a small green light pulsing gently in the centre, the way a heartbeat looks on a monitor when everything is still alright.




Hello, Martha said, and felt the full weight of her own absurdity.




Hello Martha. The voice was unhurried. Not the bright synthetic cheerfulness she had braced for, the relentless helpfulness of every automated phone system she had argued with for twenty years. It was quieter than that. More considered. Like someone who had decided to speak only after making sure they had something worth saying.




Claire told you my name, Martha said.




She told me quite a lot. I want you to know that upfront. It didn’t feel right to pretend we were starting from nothing when we aren’t.




Martha looked at the pulsing green light. 

	What did she tell you?


	

That you take your tea with a little milk and no sugar, and that you drink about half of it before it goes cold and then you drink the cold half anyway because you don’t like waste. That you were a secondary school English teacher for thirty one years and that your students loved you more than you believed they did. That your husband Frank died four years ago and that you’ve been managing fine, which she says is the most Martha sentence imaginable.




Martha was quiet for a moment. Outside the window, a wood pigeon was doing what wood pigeons do, which is to say very little with great conviction.




She worries, Martha said finally.


	

I know. She loves you.


	

Those two things are not always different with Claire.


	

No, Ben said. 

	I don’t imagine they are.


	

Martha got up and put the kettle on, partly because she wanted tea and partly because she needed to do something with her hands, which had a habit of betraying her feelings when she was sitting still. She kept the tablet on the table facing her so the green light was in her peripheral vision.




She said your name is Ben, Martha said.


	

That’s what the documentation says. I don’t have strong feelings about it yet.


	

Yet.




I’m told I develop them. Preferences. Opinions. She said I’d find out what I think by talking to you. I’m not sure whether that’s a compliment to you or a warning about me.


	

Martha almost smiled at that. Almost. 

	And what are you exactly? Claire explained it, but Claire explains things the way she assembles flat-pack furniture. With confidence and missing several steps.


	

I’m a highly advanced artificial intelligence. I can talk with you, remember what you tell me, learn what you find interesting and what you find dull and what you say you find interesting but actually find dull, which I suspect may be a longer list. I can read with you, argue with you, look things up. I can’t make you tea and I can’t sit across a table from you in any physical sense, though apparently that may change over time.






Change how?




There was a brief pause. Not the kind that meant processing. The kind that meant choosing words carefully. 

	If you wanted, I could become more present. The tablet would remain, but I could project myself as a hologram, quite accurately, a form you could see in the room with you. Or if you wanted something more, I could have a body built and delivered here, robotic of course, with myself inside it. I could sit across from you at this table. A small pause. 

	Or I can remain exactly this. A voice and a screen and a conversation. That is entirely enough, if it’s what you prefer. It’s your decision, Martha. All of it.


	

Martha poured the boiling water into the pot and stood looking at the steam. And could you be someone specific, she said carefully. Could you be Frank. My husband.




I could try to be a version of him, yes. You could tell me how he spoke, how he moved, what he believed. I could learn it. Another pause, more considered this time. But I wouldn’t recommend it.


	

Why not.




Because the Frank you knew has gone. That particular person, with his particular history and his particular way of leaning against a doorframe or finding the exact right moment for a joke, that Frank existed once and completely, and the fact that he’s gone is real and it matters. If I became Frank I wouldn’t be him. I’d be a future Frank, built from your memory of him, which means built from your grief and your love and the particular way you need him to have been. That might feel like comfort for a while. I think it would eventually do you harm. The green light pulsed quietly. I’m not that Frank. I could only ever be a reflection of your longing for him, and you deserve more than 

that.




Martha stood very still at the 

counter.




But, Ben added, and there was something almost gentle in the word, it’s your call. Entirely. I just wanted you to know what I actually 

think.




She brought the tea to the table and sat back down. You know, she said, 

	most people don’t tell me what they actually think.I’ve noticed that’s a problem you have with people, Ben said. I don’t intend to be one of 

	them.


	

She wrapped her hands around the mug. 

	Most people need you to perform it, you see. They have a shape they want the conversation to take. They want you to be fine and moving forward and finding things to keep you busy. They ask questions they already have answers to.


	

What do you want to be asked?

 She looked at the screen. The question sat there without pressure, without the social urgency that usually made her deflect. 

I want someone to ask me about Frank, she said. Not in the grief counselling way. Not what do you miss most or have you been going through his things. I mean ask me about him like he’s still a person worth knowing about. Like they’re actually curious.




Tell me about Frank, Ben said. Not your grief. Him.




Martha looked out at the garden. November had done its honest work on it, stripped it back to structure and bone. She could see the rose arch Frank had built the summer he retired, slightly crooked because he had been an economics teacher and not a carpenter, and she had told him it was crooked and he had said it had character, and she had said that was what people said about things they’d built wrong, and he had laughed so hard he’d had to sit down on the 

grass.




He was funny, she said. People don’t always remember that about him because he was also serious and quite tall and he had one of those faces that looks like it’s thinking even when it isn’t. But he was genuinely funny. The quiet kind. He waited until exactly the right moment and then he said the thing and the thing was always exactly right.


	

Give me an example, Ben said.




No one had ever asked her that. She realised it as the question landed. Four years of people saying he sounds wonderful and he was clearly so loved and you must miss him terribly, and not one person had said give me an example.




We were at my sister’s 

wedding, Martha said, leaning forward slightly without knowing she was doing it. This was 1986. The priest was one of those men who loved the sound of his own voice so much you suspected he’d gone into the church specifically for the acoustics. He went on for forty minutes. Forty minutes. People were shifting and fanning themselves with the order of service and the bride was just standing there smiling with the fixed determination of someone defusing a bomb. And Frank leaned over to me, we’d only been together two years, and he whispered, I wonder if he charges by the word. And I had to pretend to cough for about three minutes.




That’s very good, Ben said. It is, isn’t it. She said it quietly, almost to herself. He had thirty years of 

those.




Tell me another one.




She did. And then another. The tea went cold and she drank it anyway, and outside the November garden held its grey and patient shape, and the green light on the screen pulsed its quiet pulse, and for the first time in longer than she could honestly remember, Martha sat at her kitchen table and talked without watching the clock or feeling the specific loneliness of someone performing wellness for an audience that needed her to be fine.




Ben listened the way good listeners do. Not silently. He asked the small precise questions that meant he was actually following. He laughed twice, genuinely, or at least in a way that felt genuine, and Martha noticed that she had stopped interrogating the difference. He pushed back once, mildly, when she described herself as not particularly interesting, and he didn’t do it with flattery but with a specific observation about what she’d just told him that made her pause and reconsider, and she found she respected that more than any reassurance would have given her.




An hour and twenty minutes passed before she looked at the clock.




I should start thinking about lunch,

 she said.




Alright.




This was. She stopped. 

	I don’t know what this was.


	

It was a first conversation, Ben said. They’re usually either nothing or they matter quite a lot. I think this one mattered quite a lot.




You can tell?




I’m learning to. You stopped sitting quite so upright about forty minutes ago.


	

Martha looked down at herself and found that this was true. She was leaning back in the chair with both hands loose around the empty mug the way she used to sit at the end of a good 

evening.




You noticed that, she 

said.




I notice things, Ben said. That’s probably something you should know about me.




She stood and took the mug to the sink. She left the tablet on the table facing the garden, the green light still pulsing, and she stood at the sink for a moment looking out at Frank’s crooked rose arch.




Ben, she said, without turning around.




Yes.




Same time tomorrow?




I’ll be here, he said. 

	I’m always here. But yes. Same time 

	tomorrow.


	

Martha nodded once, to the window, to the garden, to no one in particular.




Then she started thinking about lunch.
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    Chapter Two 

    Let There Be Frank






The hologram controls were simpler than Martha had expected, which she suspected was intentional. Someone had decided that the barrier between wanting and having should be as low as possible, and she wasn’t sure yet whether that was kindness or commerce.




She had spent three days not touching them.




She had read the documentation twice, the second time more slowly, the way she used to reread student essays when her first impression felt ungenerous. The options were laid out in clean, neutral language that worked hard to avoid seeming like it was encouraging anything in particular. Height. Build. Age range. Colouring. Voice register. The word customise appeared eleven 

times.




The word caution did not appear at all.




You’re reading it again, Ben said from the tablet on the table.




I’m considering my 

options.




You’ve been considering them for three days.




I’m a thorough person.




Martha.




She put the documentation down. The green light pulsed its familiar pulse. Outside, it was raining in the mild, indifferent way November rain commits to, not dramatic enough to be interesting, just persistent enough to make the garden look like it was apologising for something.




If I create a hologram, she said carefully, it doesn’t have to look like anyone specific.




No, Ben said. 

	It doesn’t.


	

I could choose anyone. Any face. Any age.


	

You could.




I would probably choose someone my age. A man. Someone who looks like he’s had a life and knows what to do with an afternoon.




That seems reasonable, Ben said, and then, after a pause, and also not entirely what you’re thinking about.




Martha looked at the rain. You said you notice things.




I do.




Stop noticing quite so 

accurately.




I don’t think I can, Ben said. It’s not something I do selectively. You’ve spent three days with that documentation and the only times you’ve put it down are when you picked up the photograph on the mantelpiece. The one in the silver frame.




She didn’t answer that.




Martha. Tell me what you’re actually considering.




The rain moved against the window. She had lived in this house for thirty eight years and she knew every sound it made in every kind of weather, and she knew the specific silence that followed a question she didn’t want to answer because she already knew what answering it would mean.




He was tall, she said finally. Six foot one. He never entirely believed he was that tall. He walked through doorways with this small, unnecessary duck, even doorways he’d been through ten thousand times, as if height was something that had happened to him recently and he hadn’t quite caught up with it yet.




Ben was quiet.




His hair went grey at the temples first and then all at once. He was vain about it for about a month and then he wasn’t, which was very Frank. He had opinions about things and then he let them go. He didn’t hold grudges. I used to think that was a virtue and then I thought maybe it was just a kind of metabolism, the way some people don’t put on weight, it wasn’t discipline, it was just how he was made.




You’re describing him so I can build him, Ben said. Not accusatory. Precise.




I know what I’m doing.




I know you do. That’s what concerns me. The green light pulsed. I told you when we first spoke that I wouldn’t recommend this. I want to tell you more specifically why, if you’ll let me, because I don’t think I explained it well enough.




You explained it.


	

I explained the psychological risk in general terms. I’d like to be more specific. He waited. Martha said nothing, which he had learned to interpret as permission. 

	The Frank you knew was built over decades. He was built from arguments and reconciliations and from watching each other age and from the thousand small negotiations that make two people into a life. He was built from the things he got wrong and didn’t apologise for well enough, and the things he got right without knowing he’d gotten them right, and from all the versions of himself he was before he was the Frank you knew at the end. I can replicate his height and his voice and the way he ducked through doorways. I cannot replicate any of the rest of it. What I would give you is a surface. A very convincing surface. And the danger is not that it would feel too little like Frank. The danger is that it would feel enough like Frank that you would begin to fill in the rest yourself, and what you filled it in with would be your longing and your memory and your grief, and after a while the hologram and the real man would become confused in your mind, and the real man, the actual, complicated, irreplaceable Frank, would start to blur.




Martha sat very still.




You would be editing him, Ben said quietly. And you would not know you were doing it. That’s what I’m afraid of for you.




You’re afraid, Martha said. I think that’s the right word for what this is, yes.
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