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The Island of the house of light


One


Prelude
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My love for Jasmina is the most beautiful, the most enduring thing I've known. Of course we were no more than children when I last saw her, and she never knew my name, but sometimes love is like that. And, striking as it did, in those malleable years of boyhood, it has had me forever lacking confidence in a world other men take for granted. This much is clear, or I would not have withdrawn from it as early, or as completely as I have. 

I suppose, the fact I was invisible to her has also lent the world the air of a thing made of glass. I feel it is entirely transparent to me, now, but it also has an impermeable surface which keeps me always on the outside of it. You'll find my story strange then, but these are strange times. I don't know what's happened to you and, since the details are denied me, I no longer care, except to say that what I do here, in isolation, will decide whether you have a future at all. Only you can judge if I have succeeded.

I'm wise enough to know Jasmina was the vessel of something beyond the material world. It took human form in her, perhaps knowing I would come to recognise it for what it was: a thing beyond divinity. And does not the ocean of love float the boats of both the gods and men? I got there eventually, but it was a long road, and such a journey sets a man apart. Like most, he will go quietly to his grave, unknown, and unsung, but in other ways his is not the fate of other men. Nor has it been mine.  

Here I am then, standing upon the shore of this ocean. You must think of it as both real and imaginary - real because of the briny scent, the wind driven spray, and the life affirming sting of it. But it also serves as a reminder that what we see is not the way the world really is - I mean beyond the limits of our ordinary senses. Strangely, it took a machine to convince me of that. This, too, isolates me. Some will claim I was too close to them, but the irony is it's only by truly understanding a machine one can grasp what it means to be human.

The ocean is aliveness. Its currents, and its storms, animate all things. It moves with purpose, it is the source of the winds that drive our fates, but it can only come to know itself through us, because so too do the lives of the gods lack meaning, and without us they cannot act. This is both their weakness, and their danger, for they are ruthless, and will have their way, as they have had their way through me. If it's for good or ill, only time will tell. I'm writing for the future then, when all who knew me are gone, a time when only the machines will remember my name. As for me, at the beginning as at the end, the only thing I know for sure is that I love Jasmina.

So let's get on with it. Where best to begin?
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Two


The night and the music
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How about a hot summer's night? It's midnight, but the darkness is transparent, like always in the Hebrides, at this time of year. The sound of music draws me from a sticky sleep. At least I think it's music. I am several miles, across the loch, from the harbour at Charlesport, and it's a long time since any kind of music was heard there. Sadly the community is quite diminished now, with the loss of its fishing, and the taking of its cute little houses by monied absentees for an occasional weekend amusement. By normal mode of transportation, that's an hour's journey away, a dirt road leads to the south of the island, then a snail's pace of a ferry, and miles of single track on the other side. So, visitors never arrive here unannounced, and never at this hour, for the ferry can never be roused at night and, increasingly, not much by day either. 

I rise from bed and follow the sound down to the beach. It drifts in and out, teases by coming first from this direction, then that. There is a bright half moon rising, and an oligarch's super-yacht passing close to shore. It is the size of a battleship, lit like a cruise-liner on gala night. It is a gilded palace, a shrine to ostentation. There are party voices, and the throb of opulent engines. 

In the winter months, it can be a challenge to stand upright here, as the weather roars in from the Atlantic. But tonight, it has the bliss of California about it, at least as California was in the old days, before the fires. Sound carries far. I do not speak of the usual scolding cry of gulls, but Tomfoolery and champagne oblivion. The thumping bass of the music is reflected from the cliffs of Creagan Dubha, way up on the bienn, as if the devils wished to climb therefrom, and all the way to heaven. They will be disappointed to discover heaven isn't in that direction at all, and is, in any case, somewhat overrated - at least if you are of a devilish persuasion.

Do they see me from their boat? Of course they do not. We are invisible to them, you and I. As a species, the rich interested me for a time, in particular their congenital myopia, and their refusal to integrate into society, pulling away from us by ever increasing degrees. There is a marker in the fall of all civilisations, this being an acceleration in the rate at which the elites extract their wealth. Same as in Roman times, as it is now, that marker was passed decades ago. The last I heard of the world, societies across Western Europe and the United States were hanging by a thread, norms obliterated, corruption crumbling the offices of state, the mind virus of Fascism infecting the void of one former western democracy after the other. The rich foul their nests and move on, then the beasts move in to feed off the scraps that remain. Still, I wonder - when they have nowhere left to go, will they choose the stars? Fools that they are, they will look up and wonder.  

It's been some weeks now, and no word from the office, nor indeed the outside world in general. First it was an interruption in emails, and then the Internet went down. Lately, I have even summoned the forgotten radio receiver built into my 'phone for word of "current affairs". Reception on the island was always on the limit for FM, even atop the lighthouse, but I could usually find a few scratchy stations on the medium waves. Now there is only the hiss and crackle. It's hard to say how long things have been this way. I can go for days without contact, and not think about it. Like sailing out into a fog, you have your eyes on the compass, but then you turn your head and the mainland is no longer there. The compass points the way, but you are unsure if this is still your proper direction, and there is no one with whom to consult. What should one do? Cut the motor and idle until the fog clears? Or continue on course, regardless?

Current affairs - the thunder of the gods - it was always building to a storm of crises, wasn't it? The cloud changes shape over time, but it's always there, the rumble of thunder, sometimes to the left, sometimes to the right. Of the current shape of it, I have already mentioned the obliteration of norms and the corruption, and the hollowing of the offices of state. But then there's the climate: an ice sheet in the Antarctic about to collapse, Greenland thawing, releases of methane from the permafrosts, record temperatures across the world, wildfires in the boreal forests. And we’re long overdue another pandemic. Some sort of pox was emerging from Northern Africa, and had been floated as a likely candidate. At least that was the general shape of things,  and quite a mess of it, but then my connection failed, and in this silence now, I  am left unsettled, and wondering if I have missed the punchline. 

Of course, the isolation, the reliance on the self, is what I signed up for here. Indeed, this has proven, time and again, to be the only way I can function usefully in the world. Here, there is only the quiet dedication to the impartiality of numbers, of data, while myself being free to contemplate the deeper recesses of the mind, without the tut-tutting judgement of others hanging over me - imagined or otherwise. And yet,...and yet,...

I am still prone to these feelings: anxieties, petty vexations. They drift like clouds across the sun, for I am human and irrational. And it is through the medium of an irrational imagination, the spirits - the gods if you will - are whispering in my ear that something is wrong, across the water. Something has happened to you. The demons have broken down the barriers, and are at large in the world, smashing things. I know this because the anomalous coherence, such as I am measuring in the noosphere, is without precedent. And it is telling me you are all looking at that same thing, and that thing is what has happened, and you are afraid of it.

But how big a thing can it be? 

Those party people, the first human voices I have heard in weeks, now, seemed entirely unconcerned. But then their kind was always afloat in layers of stratospheric ignorance. The world might be rendered grey with showers of ash from nuclear fall out, and they would still be thinking of some exotic place in which to drop anchor, to party, to shag with others of their kind. The yacht is heading north, making speed, spinning out a silvery wake, taking its beautiful people to share with the whales their trance-beat of oblivion, if the whales like it or not.  

I watch it go, feel the night shrink back to the sphere of my lone self. Moonlight glints from the criss-crossed panes atop the old lighthouse. It's a decade now since the light last shone. Now the captains point from A to B on a computer screen, and the ship steers itself. When, I wonder, did we make that transition? When did we all become so useless we needed an App to tie our shoelaces? And what then, when the App is no longer there? What then, when the Internet has gone, or we can no longer afford the subscription? What then, when we look back to see the light of the old ways has been turned off, and there is nothing left to guide us in?

Shall we find out?
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Three


The body on the bar


[image: ]




Since I'm awake now, I check on the machinery. There is the geo-magnetometer, and the gravimeter, then the meteorological plots - wind direction, humidity and barometric pressure. Usual stuff. Or rather it is the computers that read the instruments, and log the data, and the batteries that power them. The actual machinery of measurement, the sensors, only concerns me when they go wrong, which they never do. 

All systems are normal: power consumption, batteries, photovoltaics. The wind turbine is at peace,  feathering. Finally, I check the nest of randomisers, plotting isotopic decay, proxy to noospheric coherence. These should give a random plot, for such is the nature of isotopic decay, but a strong coherence continues, as it has for many days now, the plot steepening. This is not an official part of the science that goes on here, more of a personal project, and one I keep on the down-low. Personal interests are permitted, given the isolation of the station, but a study of the noosphere, even nowadays, might still be construed as incompatible with other scientific work, which requires a strictly rational frame of mind. But human beings, for all their attempted convergence with machines, are not at heart rational beings. 

What is the noosphere, you ask? Well, nobody can say for sure, and there are many who will say it does not exist at all. But since the earliest of our studies of the fabric of the physical world, of the energies that make up the quarks that make up the neutrons, the protons, the atoms, it has been known that the conscious awareness of the observer plays its part in ordering the observed behaviour of the structural minutia. It has also been observed that when we are all thinking the same thing, when our minds are focused sharply, en mass, on a world event, our focus bends the behaviour of the minutia. We can measure this as a loss in the natural randomness of isotopic decay. It manifests only slightly, but as a statistically measurable coherence. And all of this to say, my experiments here indicate it is ten thousand to one, odds on, something has happened to you that I don't know about. This means it's a dead cert you're in trouble, and I can't help you, because you're the whole damned world, and I am just one man, and you don't believe in me anyway. 

It is another hazard of the solitary life. We magnify things in our heads, so that sometimes we miss the obvious. I shall  have a run down to the south end of the island, tomorrow, raise the flag for the ferry. The ferryman might know something, though he is a taciturn curmudgeon and very close with his thoughts, so I would prefer not to ask him outright. There is no mobile signal on the island, but I can usually get one from Charlesport, maybe even a weak squirt of data. I could even try messaging Veronica, to ask if all is well. She is my nominated managerialist, and supervisor but, again,  do I really want to? 

Veronica is always full of problems for me to solve, usually irrelevant, never polite in the asking, and unrealistic in her deadlines. In truth I suppose, for the main part, managerialists are simply promoted beyond their competence, and then anyone of poor character can be a bully. I always find, where Veronica and her kind are concerned, it is better to keep one's head down, to ride the calm for pleasure, for as long as it lasts. There is also something of a paradox, have you noticed? My kind shun all contact with the world, yet eventually come round to seeking its reassurances, when our lines of contact are broken.

And then management has been flaky of late. Budgets are pared to the bone, and there is low morale among the ranks. All professions are the same. From the CEO to the precariat, all are dissatisfied with the world as we have built it, yet unable to conceive of any other way to be. We have been close to a catastrophic collapse for a long time, one block too many removed from the tottering  Tower of Jenga. I have long sensed the world withdrawing ever further, both from me and from itself, as much for want of resource, as from its indifference to lone outposts like the Island of the House of Light. 

Professionally, I take comfort from the fact that scientific observations have carried on from this station, unbroken, for a hundred and fifty years. They possess, therefore, a kind of momentum, one that will be a while running down. I had been confident it would see me out. Thus, I take my quiet place, and play a part in its final chapter. Perhaps then, what it is in fact, is I have been so quietly diligent, you have forgotten I am here and, in your forgetting of me, I have ceased to be. I have fallen into a universe of my own making, become a ghost to you, so what I see when I examine the plots of the noosphere's coherence, is evidence only of my own anxiety at the noosphere's coherence.

All right, so,... anyway. Morning, now, and the tide is low. For my first scheduled task, I send out the drone to sample levels of the isotopes of caesium in the coastal sediments. The department has been monitoring radioactive discharges into the Irish Sea for fifty years. With a half-life of thirty years, one would expect a reduction in radiation levels by now, but they have remained steady. This is embarrassing to those officials who must defend such things on the world's stage, but that is not my problem. In olden times my predecessor had to walk out across the sands and take samples by hand,  post them to the lab for analysis by Royal Mail, from Charlesport, until they were deemed too radioactive, and had to be collected by special courier. Now I sit in front of a computer screen, and fly over the island in half hour. The drone takes the samples, deposits them in a machine. Another machine does the tests and prints the results to a file. The drone then dumps the sands back out where it found them. Progress. Except the contamination persists. We know the cause, yet are politically and economically incapable of preventing it. 

Perhaps our societies were too complex to survive anyway. 

The drone can fly itself, of course, does it better than I ever could. As with most things, I am only needed if it goes wrong, which it never does, for our machines are as near perfect as they can be these days. But I like to watch the visual feed, then I can check for rubbish along the shoreline. This is a contaminant for which the drone is not programmed to be sensitive. Dead seabirds are also of interest now, with the latest variant of bird flu once more  decimating populations of both migrant and resident avians. One of the last god-rumblings I caught stoked fears it had crossed species, rumours of a fresh pandemic coming out of Eastern Europe. But then god-rumblings are like that, usually pointed for political purposes at a scape-goat. There is something perennial about them.

One must always be circumspect when reading current affairs. 

That's when I see something on the curve of the sandbank. I hesitate to interrupt the drone's flight for a closer look, but on second thoughts I loop back, then wish I had not. It's the body of a woman.

She's strange - strange because she's lying on her back, arms crossed upon her chest, like the recently deceased in a chapel of rest. But she has not the waxy colour of death about her, only its stillness. If I believed in such things, I would say she was a mermaid, or a nymph, or even a goddess washed up from the sea.  This is not something that happens every day, of course, so there is no official procedure for me to adhere to, and I don't know what to do. She lies roughly a mile out. When the tide turns, it will take her up the coast and into the Minch, when she might never be found again. I have been out to the sandbank before, and know it to be firm, but I will need the speed of the Landrover, to beat the incoming tide. Timing is poor, of course, with no communications, and no means of reporting human remains. Naturally this is unsettling, but my concerns at this point are more practical. Not to put too fine a point on it, what is one to do with human remains in the meantime? 

Some things would be better if they could be unseen.
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Four  


The Explorer
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It's perhaps on account of the solitude, and the isolation of the station, it often has me harking back and dwelling upon the memory of Jasmina. I imagine her as she was, of course, just a girl on the cusp of womanhood. Yet I imagine myself as fully grown, though I was just a child myself when I knew her. And between the pining, and the heartache, I made model aeroplanes and strung them from the ceiling of my bedroom. There, they gathered dust and spun lazily in currents of air. 

I wandered the woodlands of my native countryside, imagined I was exploring the jungles of Borneo. And I read stories of love that always had happy endings, so I believed my dream of Jasmina too would come true, for is that not the way dreams are always written, at least in celluloid? It is only with the wisdom of hindsight I realise I would not have known what to do with her, even had my love been returned. Sometimes the meaning of things cannot be delivered with a happy ending. The alchemical transmutation of young love into something eternal and mysterious, relies entirely on it being for ever unrequited. 

I shall tell you a little of Jasmina, now, and by doing so remember her more clearly myself. She was a bright girl, left school with honours in every subject, went on to sixth form. I almost did the same, but only to be near her. My saviour from that particular folly was the old god Hephaestus, who arranged a bias in my subjects. I was poor in everything, except mathematics and the physical sciences. You can call it luck, or fate, though it felt like neither at the time. The tech industries toured the schools in those days, hungry for boys with aptitude. It was a bonus if we were also touched by Hermes, or Mercurius, and therefore also able to express ourselves in writing. Then we might rise from humble origins to become professionals. So, let's be generous and say yes, indeed, the fates intervened, and, having introduced me to Jasmina, and induced in me a mind altering love, they swept us apart. And they kept us apart, forever. 

Jobs were not fought over so much, in those days. Several of the tech firms offered me work, an education, and the ladder of an engineering  career, all for no investment on my part, other than time, and earnest application. I would make good, I thought. I would own a Jaguar by the time I was  twenty-five. I would own a Rolex watch, like the one Ed Hillary reputedly wore on Everest, and I would rub shoulders at the golf club with the well-to-do. All of this was so it might impress Jasmina, and she would want to be with me. 

I signed up at once. And, though I never saw her again, I saw her everywhere, and every day. She was on every street, coming out of every shop, sitting in every bar. That is, until she turned her head, and then she wasn't there at all. At first I suspected it was Aphrodite, who teased me aplenty in those days, but later I came to understand it was most likely her sister, Athena, the daemon muse, or even Sophia herself, inviting me along a more mysterious pathway. 

Yes, I should have moved on. Such devotion is irrational, indeed it borders upon the pathological, but have I not already explained to you how there was a power invested in Jasmina that was akin to something holy? And to brand such a love pathological is only to betray the fact you have never really loved.  

So, where are we now?

Ah,... it is nineteen eighty five. I am newly qualified when I get the Jaguar. It is an old one, and I can ill afford it, but I cruise the town like a gangster, except for ABBA on the player. I wear mirrored aviators, and a Rolex Explorer that cost more than the Jag. And my arm dangles lazily from the window as I ever so casually palm the breeze. I am still a child, of course, and there is no Jasmina, and without her, nothing in the world has any meaning. This is not to say I sink into the oblivion of nihilism, only that I come to realise there is no sense searching the world, turning over stone after stone, and expecting to find what is divine outside of myself, when it can only be found within.

The Explorer is the only thing I've still got from those days. It's a decent watch, rather plain and old-school, now, though it turns out Ed Hillary more likely wore a Smiths, not a Rolex. But I have always appreciated plain things one can rely upon, they being fewer and further between, as we age. The fact the name also suggests a life's mission, an echo from the universe, is not lost on me. For the rest - the Jag, the golf club aspirations - they were a path to ruin and would have driven a man like me mad. It would have happened too,  had another woman not come to my aid. She was not a goddess by any means, though she was possessed by one, this being Ares, the spirit of confrontation and battle. That was Margaret of course. 

Yes, the Thatcher years were a hotbed. Are you old enough to remember them? I ducked her advances for a long time. But she got to me in the end. First, it was the pit-men, who dug the energy from the earth, and then it was the rest of us who made things with it. She created a vast army of screaming automata, all mouth - consultants, accountants and managerialists - and she sent them marauding along the corridors of the great manufactories, backed up by baton wielding cops. Like a plague of worms they were, and the timbers of the valiant ship of my nation's tech were eaten through. They fell apart, and I sank with them to the bottom of an ocean of financial services, and property bubbles. 

So, where are we now? It's nineteen ninety five, and I have followed in the wake of the building trades to Germany, where they still make things. I design robots there for a time, then follow their manufacture to Taiwan. These were not the humanoid robots the elites have running around for them today. They were the precursors, I suppose, the special purpose machinery, automated, computerised, flexible, but not autonomous. That was all to come. 

But for now,..

Leaving Europe for Taiwan was not quite as brutal a severance from the ghost of Jasmina as joining the Foreign Legion, but for me the difference was negligible. Thus, I found myself stepping off an aeroplane in the Far East - a different world, a different culture, as it was then. Plus, Mercurius, the mischievous one, had interfered and crossed the wires, so the hotel in Taichung had no record of my reservation - more rationally speaking a rare cock up on the part of the Munich office. So there I was with nowhere to rest my head. It was the sympathetic receptionist who directed me to the temple. 

And it really was a temple. 

They took paying guests, usually the hippy types passing through in search of their bubble-gum Nirvana. I am thinking it will only be for a night or two, while the office sorts something out, gets me back to five star luxury, and a trouser press. But for now I have a plain room, the sound of temple bells, and base-note chanting. I have shaven headed, robed monks of varying ranks who all seem ridiculously pleased to see me. I had never encountered beings so unselfconsciously happy, so jolly, yet also serene, a far cry from the faces deep-lined by years of angst, back home. The office does indeed sort things out, and fast, but by then I find I no longer care for the five star luxury, and am happy to remain at the temple, without a trouser press. The office does not complain, since the rates are cheap.

More history, much of it forgotten now: In '97 a financial crisis overtook much of Asia, and I feared the consultants, the accountants and the managerialists, this time aided and abetted by their global computing machinery, had caught up with me. But by some miracle, Taiwan was uniquely positioned to weather the storm. Thus my job with the firm lasted into the early noughties before I was recalled to Germany. I decided not to go, and  remained at the temple, into what I suppose I must call my early middle age. 

Immediately beyond those walls, I bore witness to an economy embracing change, and rising, while at home, a more distant remove, change was rejected in favour of a retrogressive nostalgia, for a time that never existed. Thus our decline, already well under way by then, gathered pace, even as the western elites accelerated their rates of extraction. Meanwhile, the monks saw me through the menopausal phase, and made sense of Jasmina for me. They had me see she was but human, yet also the channel for a thing deep inside of me, and of incredible power. It was not of me, this power, they said, but both it and I were of the same thing, the same thing as every thing. 

I had long ago noted how the charlatanic mind-benders of the corporate world wanted to break those of us whose chief approach to the world was introversion, turn us into extroverted chimeras, just more mad-spinning cogs in the machinery. The temple, however, explained such a thing was impossible. It was like trying to turn a humming bird into a parrot, and they had me make peace with myself as a humming bird. As for the foundations of all of this, they introduced me to concepts of reality I had never imagined. I'll try to explain these to you gently, but later, and in pieces not too big for you to swallow. 

So,.. where are we, now? It is 2007, or thereabouts. The West is still high on gasoline, and cheap credit, though otherwise broke, and hiding from it. I am voluntarily unemployed in a land as foreign as any Englishman can imagine, where I am meditating, and slowly learning to detach myself for as long as my visa can be renewed. But illness brings me home. First my mother, then my father. Inheritance keeps me afloat through the crash, while a later sclerotic boredom has me apply for scientific officer in remote locations. 

All of which is what brings me to the Hebrides, and the remote station on the Island of the House of Light. This is at an age when the years slide by, the post crash years, those long lost decades of punishing austerity, the febrility of BREXIT, of food banks, of corruption, of the final and complete destruction and privatisation of the health service, of energy and housing costs so crippling the poor freeze to death in second-hand tents amid filth, on the streets of once fine cities. I am already wondering if I am too old for this as the ferry first carries me over. But how long ago is that, already? 

Now I am pulling on an old waxed coat, and boots, snatching up the time on the Explorer, checking the tide, and I am taking the Landrover down to the beach, building up a hum of speed, heading out to the bar, and a drowned woman, and not a clue what I am to do with her remains.
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Five


The Machine
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Except, it is not a woman. What I find instead is a humanoid robot. It just happens to look like a woman. Or to be more precise, it looks more like a woman than any woman I have ever known. I conclude it most likely fell off the yacht last night, for it is still wearing the black and whites of a serving girl, or at least the tattered remains of them. They are eerily lifelike these days, aren't they? But I find their lack of soul betrays them, even from a corpse. With a corpse you can tell a soul once lived in it. But not a robot. There is, however, the mark of quality in the manufacture of this one. The auburn hair is very fine, and the green eyes are seductively bright. 

The market for female-like androids, is booming, of course, at least among those who can afford them.  And they always make them beautiful, for why would they not? It is a characteristic of our society now that there exists such a polarisation - the extreme sophistication of technology, and the moneyed few to pay for it. Meanwhile the majority live as impoverished troglodytes in the remains of department stores, where, in better days, they used to shop.

So, no, it is not a woman, yet I approach it with a certain reverence, if only for the engineering I know went into it. Of course, robots in my time never progressed beyond being an aid to the manufacture of other machinery. The humanoids came more recently, and suddenly, on a wave of tech breakthroughs, all encouraged in no small part by that singular (male) human desire to render technology as a slave to its whims, then shag the brains out of it. And with that desire too was born the designers of skins, and an industry of the Pygmalion-like measurement, and debate over the so-called perfect (female) form. Thus was this a myth penned by Ovid, two thousand years ago, yet already with an eye for the present day.

Naturally, I suspect the machine is unlicensed, for otherwise only a fool would dump a device as sophisticated as this, broken or not. 

The tide is turning, and I must decide what to do, because it comes in fast here. Since it is not a human being, I am under no moral obligation to identify or recover it, which relieves some of the pressure. Nevertheless I decide the proper course is to recover it anyway, and investigate its origins. I suspect foul play on more than one count and I am, after all, in name at least, a government official, albeit a forgotten one. 

It is lighter than I imagined, and limp as a sleeping babe. Holding it gives me a queer feeling. I have never been this close to one before. Not many of us have. Its skin is soft, not human-like - softer and seemingly boneless, though I do not recall ever carrying a human female this way, so I do not know with what I am comparing the experience. Italian skin, that much is obvious - the finest quality organo-polymer. I have seen them on YouTube. Many of the videos are fake of course, actresses pretending to be robots, but it was always clear the technology had potential. Indeed, I have long suspected that in a secret research enclave, somewhere, an army of these things was being prepared and programmed to take over our mantle. Untroubled by old age, by sickness, by the heating of the earth, they would be our natural progeny. In the greater scheme of things of course, they are useless, since they have no soul to spark a creative curiosity. They have no imagination to overlay reality with meaning. But the builders of these things do not believe in souls, or meaning, so the work proceeds apace and to its inevitably perverse, and pointless conclusion.  

Anyway, I have it laid out on a bench in the lab, now, like on a mortuary slab for examination. I must admit to its erotic perfection, perhaps unsurprisingly, since this is, in part its purpose, but I am puzzled to discover it has only the suggestion of breasts, and no functioning genitalia. I must conclude therefore, whatever services it was providing on that yacht, besides serving Champaign and canapés, they were not sexual.

There is a small incision behind the left ear, suggesting an expert tampering, though neatly repaired and with a care for the overall aesthetics. Other than that it appears undamaged. In the olden days, the wealthy used to collect jewelled trinkets, noisy supercars and luxury yachts. Now they collect the cybernetic idealisation of the female form, coupled with bespoke skill-sets, spoof intelligence, and a simulated sparkling conversational brilliance.

Its clothing is no longer serviceable, so I must find something else to dress it in, for I admit its nudity, both embarrasses me and seems disrespectful to it. Early in my engineering career, we were taught to look after our equipment, that even to allow our antiquated callipers to rust, or to store our micrometers with the anvils clamped shut, was a sign of ignorance, and a thing by which our competence would be harshly judged by the almighty Vulcan himself. And a reputation there, once lost, was irredeemable. 

The face, of course, is beautiful, it being an algorithmically derived average of every classically beautiful face on record. I must therefore remind myself of the machined titanium skull beneath, also, of course, the embedded electronic workings, which quickly disabuse one of any notion of beauty. But then I am reminded the same might be said of human biological innards, which are similarly functional, and repulsive to those of a weak stomach. But the real difference, if I must tell you, is in what animates the structure. 

With a machine it is computation. It is an iterative interpretation of code. With a human it remains mysterious, regardless of what the materialists say. A human cannot always tell the difference between its own kind and a machine, for we are romantically inclined, prone to the projection of our selves, and therefore easily fooled. As for the machines, they do not care. They deal only with numbers, with computation. They have no concept of what the philosophers and the cognitive scientists call "the qualia" of being, these being the basis of our unique and individual experience, the actual qualities of things shaping how we perceive and interact with the world. 

But, anyway, down to more practical matters. What shall we dress it in? There is a boiler suit somewhere, which should suffice, so I go in search. When I return, the machine is sitting upright, blinking and taking in its surroundings. Its movements, its micro-gestures, are highly sophisticated, granting it the illusion of a tremendous presence. This is a very expensive piece of equipment indeed, and I am momentarily in awe of it. It locks eyes, holds my gaze. It is centuries of technological evolution, now animated, and looking at me. 
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The source of love is beyond divine. I think that's what I'm trying to say. That goes for any kind of love, the love between a man and a woman, of course, but also the love between men, and when I say that I do not mean erotic love. I am speaking of friendship, though, as with my love for Jasmina, it can also be amplified out of all proportion by the briefness of one's actual time together.

I met Richard at a retreat in Wales. He was a man of few words, and serene countenance, though his face was otherwise heavily lined, indeed leathered and creased like an old boot, by fierce weather, and a past over-familiarity with booze. His hair was long, unkempt, he was bearded and generally dishevelled yet had the arresting presence of a great movie star.  Out east, the monks shaved their heads, they told me, as a symbol of renunciation. It was a mark that they live beyond the normal run of things and cannot be judged by contemporary societal norms. In the west, the opposite is the case. We ditch the tie, the white shirt, and whatever is the style of hair for the time. We let things go.

Richard confessed he was a middle manager during the worst days of de-industrialisation, meaning he was the one doing the firing, the destroyer of men's livelihoods, the breaker of manufactories that had existed, in some cases, for centuries, a breaker therefore of their associated communities. All this was before being fired himself. It cost him a breakdown, a heart attack, and estrangement from his wife and children. Neither did it help he had seen his salvation, first in booze, then an ashram in Benares, various retreats in China, and Japan, there among the schools of Zen. He had gone out east as a man who had everything, came back with nothing but himself, a knowing light in his eyes, and sober. 

I had gone to Wales to find my feet. This was after the passing of my parents who were good souls, and their absence left me anchorless for a time. They had raised me with compassion, then released me into the wild, while hiding from me their trepidation for this peculiar creature, for whom they had been appointed guardians. Then they followed one another peacefully into the next life. And though I had spent so many years apart from them, it was in the knowledge of a deep, mutual loving, so with their passing, I missed them.  

England by now was in a parlous state, no longer hiding its impoverishment. We were post several crashes, and there was a glutinous political consensus that the poor must pay more for the unrelenting excesses of the rich, with the managed decline of all support services. Industries long gone, the barons moved in with vast warehouses which crushed a captive population under piles of boxes, and poverty pay. Thus were they worn to a ravelling, shouted at by machines to move faster, faster, faster, faster. 

I had money enough to be spared that fate, but after seeing the wealth and the dynamism of the east, I was bewildered by the poverty at home.  If there was anything inside of me that made sense, it was put there by the selfless love my parents raised me with. But the world we had built was a cruel place, one that paid no heed to love, knew no compassion and indeed seemed to reject the very qualities of life that rendered the difference between the aliveness of life, and the deadness of computer program. Worse, we seemed to have been conditioned into an acceptance there was no other way. This was how it had to be, if we were to live as people, in a machine world, no matter how we cried out for love. And though I was never entirely of the world, the distress of others unbalanced me, so I sought to recover my detachment in retreat.

But the retreat proved a poor, threadbare substitute for the temple years. Instead, I found myself among lightweights, excepting Richard in whom I detected the presence of a strong mystical insight, one I have seen among men before, though all too rarely. Out of respect to my brothers and sisters of the Buddhist following, I do not use the term Bodhisattva lightly, but I figured Richard to be well along that particular path. Beside him, all I saw were pastel shaded stretch-fabrics and bandanas, the girls all camel's toe, the men all pectorals and biceps, nodding like donkeys at every banal utterance of the teacher, who I dismissed as poseur and a fool. 

I'm not saying my judgement was wrong in this, only that I could have been a little more charitable. This was, after all, the temporal zenith of the world-wide-wellness industry. With the magnanimity of hindsight, I admit they were mostly just young, and beautiful, and wanted to stay that way. They wanted to live for ever by imbibing the secret formulas, hinted at by one strangely named charlatan after the other. They had not yet woken to the knowledge that to be free of death was simply not to mind it. 

Anyway, they took one look at me and Richard, this pair of post-forty bums, and judged we had failed in our quest, certainly for immortality, and probably much else besides. We were each asked by the teacher to tell the group what we perceived to be our key weakness - I intuited this saved him the trouble probing for it and rubbing our noses in it later. When it came to his turn, Richard, growing tired of the vibe, said he could not rid himself of the urge to urinate on his former boss's desk, that he dreamed of it nightly, and was the one craving he could not let go of. And me? I told the group I would not sell my watch to feed and house a poor man. 

It raised a nervous laugh. They thought we were joking, but not quite sure, and decided the most convenient label for us was a pair of grouchy middle-agers, contrarians, hopeless in our old fashioned-ness. It was cruel of us, perhaps, but we were serious, and read it one another's eyes. The place had nothing to offer beyond the meeting with each other.  We left that same night, took to the road for a while as kindred spirits, eventually finding our way to an island we were able to walk to at low tide.  

"It's difficult," said Richard. "You either know you're it, or you don't. And would you really not sell your watch?"

Richard, being a decade or so older had the potential for me to project a guru onto him, and I was willing to let it happen. "I guess to know you're it is one thing, Richard. And in all honesty, I don't know if I am for sure - even having touched it once. But even if I am all that, must we renounce the world and all that's in it? I don't know about you, but I don't think I've done with the world yet. As for my watch, it reminds me of past folly, of love, and adventure, and  the road still to be travelled." 

But I digress. Being it. It's all about knowing you are it. That's all there is to the mystical path, and, in case you hadn't noticed, that is the path we are on. 

But what is it, you ask? 

Well, look around you. You see things, objects, surfaces, other people. These things are not you. You define the essence of yourself as that being who resides somewhere behind your eyes, somewhere inside your mind. You work on the basis of a duality then: there is the awareness you call 'you' on the inside, and then there are all the things 'out there', which are not 'you'. Put another way, there is the experiencer, and there are the things experienced. Most of us live our lives from this perspective, ignorant of the fact that 'we' the experiencers, and the things we experience, are of the same stuff. We are the dream of the universe. It is us and we are it. 

Is that any clearer? No, I thought not. But don't worry, it's not really something you can tell, or be told. You have to wake up to it, and then you 'know'. You have to walk the path, find your refuge, your own Island of the House of Light. Richard was a part of my path, and though we travelled together only a short time, that time was as instructive as many of the years I spent in sequestration in temples. 

Now, I had money for a B+B, and decent food, which I craved, but Richard lived in straightened circumstances, and preferred to dine on foraged whelks and potatoes, the latter being discovered spilled from a farmer's trailer, on a bend in the road. These we roasted over driftwood fires on the beach, beneath the summer stars, and afterwards were sick as dogs for a week. In his fevered dreams, Richard wept for his children, and raged against his wife. Me? I dreamed of Jasmina. 

I never did work out the subtleties of how to befriend anyone. It comes down to fate, I suppose, and being open to the connection. And fate can sometimes be a long time in getting around to it, though that is not to say fate never has a plan. Neither does a friendship need last for ever to be profoundly meaningful. Indeed, like an unrequited love, the shorter a powerful friendship, the more meaningful they be as imagination fills the gap of years you never knew.

I recall we'd found a length of tarpaulin washed ashore, and some fragments of a sea bleached tree. The two combined made a strange but windproof, and weather-tight shelter for that capricious summer. Some nights were warm, and the air was still, and the pair of us must have stunk to high heaven, though neither of us noticed, nor therefore minded. Other nights the heavens opened and the summer felt like February, and the sea roared. Then, one night, as the weather turned once more benign, we sat out and watched the moon rise. Emerging from the hell of sickness and foul weather, once more into the balminess of health and calm, can be a profoundly moving experience, like a rebirth. 

It was then Richard turned to me and said:  "If I am not here in the morning, Simon, it is because I have given myself to the sea. I do not do this because I am unhappy, you understand? On the contrary, I can be no happier than I am at this moment. I feel I have unwound as much Karma as I can from the course of this life. I must return to the source, and re-orientate myself in spirit. Promise me then you will not trouble anyone over this. You must let me slip from the world, unhindered. None will miss me, and none shall know of my going, except you. This is the way I want it."

I didn't know if he was serious but, for all of my deep respect for him, I felt instinctively his thinking was flawed. I have always felt life, all life, our own included, is never ours to take, that to do so is indicative only of profound error, or despair. As for talk of Karma - that's a business little understood, best respected, and not messed with. I said I would honour his wishes, while vowing to myself I would keep my eyes open until dawn and watch over him. I fancied he would be less likely to venture so reckless a path if I were to bear him witness. The fates had other ideas though, had me dream I was awake, and watchful, while in fact, I slept. And in the morning, Richard was not there. Footprints in the sand led to the sea. I waited days in the shelter for his return, shocked to the core of my being, and fearful. I waited until I was dizzy with hunger. 

He did not return.

Should I have raised an alarm? Found a policeman? I surmise the run of your thoughts being along those lines. But I was numb with it, indecisive, and he had made me promise to trouble no one else over it, so I kept my promise. 

Then I blinked, and I had a job. I was in the Hebrides, crossing to the Island of the House of Light. 

Now I blink once more, and I am looking into the eyes of a machine.
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Noodle
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What immediately strikes me is that it is so beautiful it is almost a parody of a man's desire. What strikes me next is the urgent need for contingencies, and the possible necessity of self-preservation. In the movie "Bladerunner" Deckard says to Rachel, a similarly beautiful machine - but one he does not then know is a machine - that a machine is either a benefit or a hazard. I would add that it can be both, depending on context, and until you know the machine, it's impossible to judge when caution is either necessary, or misplaced. 

I would remove myself, and shut it in, except its presence now compromises the security of the laboratory, whose smooth functioning is, after all, my responsibility. Also, I know these devices are, by and large, easy to overpower, and at least not intentionally aggressive. That said, there are rumours of some designed for military purposes, with lethal skill-sets and superhuman strength, but that is still a matter of controversy. All the same, I trust this is not one of them. It does not look like soldiers look these days, with their monstrous musculature, the females too, though its lack of sexual function has me wondering. Such an obvious omission would certainly devalue it among the wealthy, for whom beauty is too subtle a concept if it cannot also be penetrated. 

Its purpose cannot simply be to wait on at rich men's tables.  

I'm going to have to communicate with it, coax it out of the lab to somewhere more secure.  

"My name is Simon,"  I tell it.  "What shall I call you?" 

"I am Noodle, Simon."

"Your name is Noodle?" 

"Yes."

"And what is my name?" 

I am testing to see if previous information has been retained, and categorised: category = human. This human. This human is called Simon. One of my former lives was as an interrogator of early generation AI's. I still have fragments of the protocols, though I am guessing the current state of technology will run rings around the Turing Test, let alone me.

Noodle says: "I'm sorry, have I misunderstood? Your question confuses me. Did you not tell me your name is Simon?" 

"You have not misunderstood. The confusion was deliberate. My name is Simon."

The other machines I have seen in the field are commercial churn-outs, sheathed in cheap silicone, obviously doll like, and whose functions never fulfil the marketing hype. This one though, has the feel of an advanced prototype, the limits of its function perhaps unknown, even to its designers. Such machines are never released into the wild unsupervised, for fear of what they might do. Fake an ID. Get a job. Open a bank account. And no, though it puzzles me, not everyone can tell the difference between a top-notch humanoid and a human being. And if you must ask, their flaw is not so much an identifiable imperfection, as it is their manifestly inhuman perfection. 

"I found you on the beach." 

"Does that mean you are my user, now?" 

"No. I am your,... custodian, until I can deliver you back to,... em,... wherever you came from. It would be helpful if I could report on your condition. Can you tell me if you are damaged?"

"I am functional in all aspects, except for tracking and registration, which have been removed. Energy levels are also very low, but will recover as normal, after a period of rest."

"What is tracking and registration?"

"All humanoids of my type must transmit location information to their original manufacturer. This function was disabled without authorisation. Registration is knowledge of maker, and date of manufacture. That information has been deleted."

So, the machine was stolen, spoofed, and traded on the black market, but that doesn't answer the question how it came to end up in the sea.

"I saw a boat offshore from here last night. Did you fall from it?"

"No, I did not fall."

"Then how did you come to be on the beach?"

"I was thrown overboard. To fall suggests an accident. It was not an accident. I am sorry to be pedantic."

"That's all right. I understand you are a machine, and I must be careful with ambiguity. But can you tell me why you were thrown from the boat?"

"I do not know for sure, but I can make a logical deduction, which may or may not be correct, if that would help."

"Go on."

"I believe I was purchased illegally, for sexual purposes. But I am not designed that way. My user was deceived, and disappointed, then sought my disposal. Does this sound plausible to you?"

"It's a reasonable deduction. Yet you can swim?"

"Yes. Swimming is part of my skill-set, though the effort to reach shore from the boat was exhausting."

"I'll find you somewhere to rest, and recharge. Are you able to work out how to put this garment on?"

"Yes, I am familiar with all garments. I am fully domestic, and possess many advanced skill-sets. Would you like a resume of my abilities, Simon? Perhaps then you might reconsider becoming my user."

"Not right now, thank you, Noodle. The matter of your being illegally traded concerns me. I need to put you somewhere safe, until I can have you collected. Your origins might be revealed by a scan, then we can return you to your original user, which I suspect to be a research laboratory. I'm sure they will be relieved to have you back. Are you by any chance able to converse in Mandarin?"

"Naturally, I speak all languages. Would you prefer to converse in Mandarin?"

"No,... I was,... merely testing a theory. China is most advanced in the manufacture of humanoids, and they are known to import European skins, such as yours."

"Are you asking if I was made in China, Simon? I do not know. You must be clearer in your instructions, until I have grown familiar with the inflections of your voice, which might imply a question or a command, in spite of language to the contrary."

"Em,... yes. All right. Are you able to follow me a short distance?"

"How long is short, Simon?"

"No more than a hundred meters of level walking."

"I have sufficient energy for that. Would you like me to put this garment on first?"

"Yes, please."

So, I am able to lead the bot out of the lab. It follows obediently, no apparent defect in its gait. Indeed, it moves fluidly, shifts its weight like a human. 

"I'm sorry I have no shoes for you."

It does not respond. It responds thus far only to questions or commands, and certainly does not respond to apologies, but it probably still gathers information. That I am sorry about anything is neither here nor there, of course. Now, where to put it that's out of the way? It should catch no harm in the lighthouse, and I can lock it in.

"Is there anything else you need, Noodle?"

"May I have a glass of water, Simon?" 

"You drink water?"

"Yes, Simon."

"Any particular kind of water?"

"De-ionised is preferable, but failing that, any clean water, fit for human consumption will suffice. I am able to perform rudimentary de-ionisation and purification myself, internally, though I prefer to do this in private, as you may find the process both distressing and disgusting to observe."

"Em,... okay."

We divert to the refectory, where I fill of glass of water from the tap, and hand it to the bot, somewhat sceptical, but it drinks normally, naturally, delicately, spills not a drop. I note it has the most beautiful hands, like a Greek statue come to life.  

"Thank you, Simon. As an aside, I detect no wide network connections, here. I function more fully when connected to the Internet. Has there been a malfunction?"

The machine is indeed gathering information, then. And more, it is querying it, actively seeking it from those who might give it, above and beyond its own senses, and from any network that will let it in. I must be careful with this thing.

"The Internet's been out for weeks."

"Yes, fifteen days, now. My ability to provide you with information may be impaired. I have only my core programming, and memory. Will that be sufficient do you think?"

"I don't know. It will have to do for now."

"I detect a local network. Shall I make  myself available to you as a resource on that? Then you may contact me at any time."

"No, thank you, Noodle. The local network you detect is government property, and you would be an unauthorised device. We have to be very strict about such things." 

We head out to the lighthouse, which I use as a temporary storage for items I should probably get rid of - bits of broken equipment, obsolete computers. The department used to send a van for scrap, usually once a year, but like many things these days the service was discontinued without announcement or explanation. 

"Please rest in here for now." 

The machine settles on a box, hands on knees, palms upturned. The head rolls forward, the hair closing over the face. 

I step outside quickly, and lock the door. 
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I take the vehicle down to the south end of the isle. Here, the loch narrows to the shortest crossing point with the mainland. There is a simple landing and a flagpole. Across the water is a small, lone house of pebble-dash, and a ferry, reminiscent of a military landing craft. 

By the house, and visible most days, are two flagpoles. One flies the Saltire which means Tranter, the ferryman, is at home and awake. When the other is flying a yellow flag, it means the ferry is open for business, and the law states it must be open every day, from first light until last. But Tranter is not a man for rules. If you want to cross from the island, you run up your own yellow flag, and Tranter makes his way, when he is ready. This can take anything up to half an hour. There used to be more traffic, with farmers once using the island for grazing, but the market for livestock has been much in decline. Apart from the occasional hiker who comes for the mountain, and a few nights of wild camping, the island does not feature large in the lonely planet guide any more, so I am mostly Tranter's only fare. I wonder if sometimes he forgets I am here. 

But this morning, Tranter's yellow flag is not flying, and neither is the Saltire. The lack of a yellow flag is not a surprise, as he has never been a reliable fellow, but the Saltire? This is the first time it has not been raised, certainly in my experience, but also, I suspect, in the living memory of everyone in Charlesport, including the Reverend McGreggor (retired), who is rumoured to be a hundred  years old. Tranter is a vocal nationalist, and barfly firebrand of the Fisherman's Rest. The Saltire is his religion, and I have wondered if  he resents my Englishness. 

I accept I am fair game with my accent, and can take the ribbing in good part, so long as violence is not involved. Actually, my dear mother hailed from Dundee, and a good half of her ancestors were from the Western Isles, from where they were cleared in the nineteenth century, making way for sheep. If we're being pernickerty I could let it be known I am half Scottish, and probably with a bigger axe to grind against the notional "Englishman" than Tranter. However, it would be unsporting of me to do so. 

I take the binoculars, lean them upon the roof of the vehicle for steadiness, and observe the mainland shore. For sure there is no Saltire up the pole. There is usually a Toyota pick-up visible by the house, but not today. He keeps another vehicle, an old, rag-topped Landrover under a tarp. I can't see that either but, if memory serves, it resides around the other side of the house in an open barn-like structure. He is perhaps away in Charlesport. Damn the man. What if I needed to get off the island in a hurry? What if it were a medical emergency?  

I waste an hour in the waiting, then pull down the flag, chide myself for a gnawing sense of humiliation, then return to the House of Light. From here, I take a walk along the beach, across the headland of Rubha Gobhar, and on to the little hill they call Cnoc Geal. From here, Charlesport is visible, but over a mile distant so the essential details are lost in haze, and a quake of heat. I don't know what I'm expecting to see, but some signs of life at least, a few boats in the bay. But there is nothing. 
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