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Befre we begin…

Before we begin…


I grew serious about my writing in 2015. While working on the story that would eventually become Dark Glass (the first book in my Dominions series) I started learning about publishing. I read books, I listened to podcasts, and I took courses. Many sources claimed to provide ‘the one true way to successfully write and publish’, while others suggested strategies and tactics, or offered advice that might work.

But there were common threads, and one of these was the importance of having a website‌—‌a point on the internet that you owned, rather than relying on a part of someone else’s platform. So, after more research, I bought a domain name and set up a website. twiain.com would be my ‘home’ on the internet.

And a home without contents is only a house. Another common piece of advice was to produce regular content. This was when blogs were a big thing, with many people blogging every day. I didn’t think I could manage that, but I was confident I could produce something once a week. But what? I could write about my ‘writing journey’. I could document my thoughts on stories and books. But would that be enough?

The common advice was to produce content that attracted potential customers. Cute cat pictures might garner clicks, but they wouldn’t necessarily draw readers, especially readers of the kind of stories I wanted to tell.

So I set to thinking‌—‌what would draw in potential readers? What would those readers enjoy?

The answer seemed obvious‌—‌readers enjoy things to read. Fiction readers enjoy fiction. If I wanted to appeal to fiction readers, especially readers of my kind of stories, then I had to offer them my kind of stories.

I set a schedule. One week I’d post my thoughts on books and writing-related issues, the next I’d post a short story. I didn’t want to make too much work for myself (I was trying to write a novel at the time, after all), so I limited these stories to a thousand words. Because I thought a strict word limit like that would make things easier.

Oh, how naive I was.

There’s a quote, often attributed to Mark Twain (although I believe it’s a paraphrase of his exact words) that goes something like ‘I apologise for writing such a long letter‌—‌I didn’t have time to write a shorter one’. Many (most?) of us write long. Our first drafts grow unwieldy, with bloated descriptions and rambling dialogue. Some of the initial drafts of these stories came in at close to three thousand words.

Bringing them in under a thousand meant harsh editing. It was more work than I’d anticipated, but it taught me a great deal.

And I stuck to that schedule. Every two weeks I’d post a new story (okay, there was a summer when I took a break, instead posting links to already-posted stories). There were weeks when I worked up to the deadline, but I often had a few stories in hand.

And the more I wrote, the more ideas bubbled up in my mind. Many stories started life as an image, or a single scene, and I toyed with that seed until a full story emerged. Sometimes I’d close my eyes and tap away with no clear idea where the story would go‌—‌or if it would even go anywhere. Sometimes I ended up with a story concealed in pages of garbage. Other times, especially if I had a clearer idea of the ending, that first draft was tighter.

I used these stories to experiment. I explored writing in present and past tense, using first-person and third-person perspectives. I attempted a story in second-person (although I eventually realised it was a first-person narrative). I wrote one story as a string of ultra-short snippets, and others as pure dialogue.

I didn’t stick to any one genre. Many turned out dark, and there’s a fair amount of horror in these pages. But there’s also sci-fi and thrillers. There are contemporary tales too. Some are light-hearted, others serious and emotional. And quite a few are simply strange.

And when I’d posted a hundred stories, I stopped.

Did it work? Did these stories bring readers flocking to my novels?

No. But it wasn’t a failure, either. It taught me many things. Working on these short stories improved my writing and editing. It helped me develop my style. At times, it showed me what I can’t (yet) do.

It also taught me that content isn’t traffic. Yes, I had all these stories on my website, but why would anyone read them? I couldn’t expect casual readers to magically come across them. And I didn’t market them at all. I posted the existence of each one on Twitter (as it was then), but as I wasn’t (and still aren’t) particularly active on social media, my posts were only ever seen by a handful of people.

So those stories sat on my website. I collated them into five short ebook collections, and the links to these sat on my website too, a tiny speck in the vast internet ocean, with no guiding beacon. The stories sat there, largely unread.

Until now.

At the time of writing this, I’ve completed three series of novels, and I’m starting work on a new project. It feels like a new beginning, and a part of that involves wrapping up loose ends. These stories felt like one of those loose ends. I didn’t want to abandon them, so I pulled them up on my laptop and revisited them. Some needed more work than others, and with a few it was tempting to do a total re-write. But most of the editing is polish‌—‌correcting errors that slipped through, tightening the occasional sentence. These stories document my explorations as a writer, and while some make me cringe, I present them as they were, not as I’d write them now. They are what they are.

And if you’re not impressed by one, they’re still under a thousand words. Three or four pages, and then you have a new story. Five-minute coffee-break reads. This is a collection to dip into, although you’re free to read it cover to cover. Stories to make you smile, stories to make you think. Stories to comfort and to shock. And, most importantly, stories to entertain.

Enjoy.
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The Job

The Job


She pushed the bud into her ear, swiped the screen and tapped out the code she’d been told to remember.

The link was instant, and a male voice spoke. “Any problems?”

“None.” She nudged the corpse with her foot.

“Good. You have the item?”

“Yes.” The small pouch was secure in an inside pocket. She’d resisted the temptation to open it.

“Good. We’ll be in contact.”

“So have I passed?” That was all she wanted to know.

“Maybe.” He ended the call.

Maybe. It wasn’t a negative. At least she hadn’t failed yet.

The process had been long and arduous. First the interview‌—‌the rope rough against her skin, the bare bulb flickering throughout the whole twelve-hour ordeal. Then the physical‌—‌dropped in the woods with nothing but the light clothes she wore, three days to find the rendezvous before the chip they’d implanted released the poison. Then came the psyche profile, with the injections and the increasingly aggressive questioning. And finally this task.

She knew it would be tough. Borinoff only employed the best.

She left the body where it had fallen, and walked out of the warehouse. She’d been tempted to fire the whole building, but that wasn’t necessary. There was nothing to link her to the body. She’d been meticulous in her planning.

The path through the trees was long and uneven, with weeds carving and buckling the tarmac. It took her half an hour to reach what amounted to civilisation this close to the edge.

There was a figure, on the other side of the road‌—‌male, tall, the collar of his jacket turned up against the cold. He nodded in her direction, stepped into the road and headed towards her.

Three options. If she carried on walking, he would follow. If she ran, he would chase. The third option made the most sense.

She waited for him to approach, already planning her escape if things turned nasty.

“Evening,” he said, although the sun was still up. His voice was calm and low. “You look pretty happy.”

She shrugged. He was a couple of paces from her, out of blade range.

“Had some good news, I take it?”

“Maybe.” That was the word the man on the call had used. He’d also said they’d be in contact.

“So you have something for me?” He held out a hand. The cuffs of his shirt were worn and stained, and his skin was pitted and grimy. He suited the area.

She felt the small bag against her chest, over her heart. The voice on the phone had not said how she’d be contacted, or why.

“I don’t think so,” she said slowly.

He tilted his head and frowned. “You sure?”

She’d been instructed to keep the package safe. She hadn’t been told to pass it on.

“I’m sure.”

A cloud of condensation wafted from his mouth. Her skin prickled with the cold.

“It would be a shame if you went against your instructions, wouldn’t it? Especially after hearing such good news.”

He was wrong. She hadn’t received good news, only the absence of bad news.

“I don’t have anything for you.”

His gaze fell to her waist, and her fingers curled around the blade’s contoured handle. Then he nodded and took a step back.

He turned and crossed the road. She watched him until he rounded a corner and was lost from sight.

Her screen vibrated, sending a ripple through her thigh. She dug it out and read the glass. Another call. She inserted the bud and swiped.

“You didn’t give him the package?” asked the familiar voice.

“Those weren’t my instructions.”

The voice was silent for a while, and her heart thumped as she waited for the inevitable.

“Correct. These are your instructions. You will walk to the place you know as rendezvous seven, where you will meet a tall woman with a husky voice. She will show you a certain sign that you will recognise, and you will hand her the package. And then she will give you your next assignment, along with your first pay packet.”

She almost let the screen slip through her warm hands.

“Congratulations on your new job.”
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Many of these earlier stories take place in the setting for my first series, Dominions. These shorts helped me understand the characters and settings, and helped me develop a better understanding of the way the different societies operated.

Life in the districts is dangerous. There are no firm laws‌—‌arguments can, and frequently do, lead to death. In this society, being an assassin is a respected (if that’s the right word) profession.

But how would someone apply for a job as an assassin? The process would have to involve some kind of practical test. And the potential employer would have to judge the potential loyalty of the candidate.

The Job was an attempt to answer these questions. It also features Borinoff, a character who started life as little more than a name, but developed into a pivotal character in the outcome of the complete series.
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A Lesson In Death

A Lesson In Death


The target never suspected a thing. Rodin crept up behind him, held his breath against the man’s stink. The man watched his screen, absorbed in some entertainment, and he didn’t move as Rodin lifted his lance, aimed the needle at the fat man’s neck.

The move came naturally, after so much practice‌—‌hand around the man’s mouth, pull him back, insert the needle and press the plunger.

Eyes widened in their fleshy hollows as the target struggled, briefly. Then he lost control of his muscles, lost consciousness, and slumped to the ground.

The client wanted to be certain, though, so Rodin unsheathed his blade, then parted the folds of flesh around the man’s neck. He wondered what the man had done to deserve his fate, but it wasn’t his business to pry. Maybe he’d eaten too much of the client’s food.

“Whatchya doin’, mister?”

Rodin turned. At the alley entrance a weak streetlight cast a flickering glow onto a small figure. The figure had one hand to his mouth, biting a nail.

What was a kid doing here?

“None of your business. Get lost.” Rodin turned back to the stinky fat man.

“Is he dead? D’ya kill him?”

Rodin brought the blade back from the man’s flesh.  “Doesn’t concern you, but no, he’s not dead.”

“Oh.” There was disappointment in the lad’s voice. Rodin waited for the sound of retreating footsteps, but instead the rustle of clothing grew closer.

“You got somewhere you should be?” Rodin turned.

Two scrawny shoulders hunched in a shrug. The boy had dirt on his face and a bad haircut, and his clothes looked like they could do with a wash. Hell, the kid himself needed a wash. Give him twenty years and a diet of crap, and he could be the fat man.

“I’m busy. Scram.”

“You gonna rob him?”

“What?”

“He don’t look like he’s got much money. Not in them clothes.”

What the hell did the kid know of clothes?

“I’m not going to rob him.”

“What, then? You gonna pull down his trousers?”

Why would someone think something like that? What was wrong with this runt?

“My mate Ferron says some people do that. They pull down their trousers, and then they do things with their bum.” The kid shrugged again. “I think Ferron’s talking crap, though. He can’t even do the five-wall run. He only talks so much ‘cos he knows we’ll beat him up otherwise. Like when we was snickering stuff from Twitchy’s store, and he stuffed a whole bottle down his trousers, and it dropped out and smashed on the floor.” The kid giggled. “It was all fizzy, and Twitchy came out from the back room and he looked mad, all red and stuff, and he yelled, but he weren’t saying no words, just all this garbled stuff. Not swears, either, ‘cos I know all them.”

“I’m not going anywhere near his trousers. Last thing I want is to touch him.”

“So what ya gonna do?”

The boy was what, eight? Maybe younger. Maybe he was older, and underfed. He looked like a street kid, but he talked about stealing from shops like it was a game. He didn’t have a clue. Any normal person, seeing one figure crouched over another in a dark alleyway, would’ve walked on‌—‌someone else’s problem, best to stay out of it.

Sticking your nose in, especially round here, could get you killed.

But the kid didn’t know that. Nobody had told him how things really worked.

Rodin took a breath, surprised at how easily he made the decision.

“You want to know what I’m going to do?”

“Sure.”

“Come here.”

The kid took a hesitant step closer, a flicker of uncertainty in his eyes. Good. Maybe he’d learn something from this.

“Crouch down, like I am. Next to the man.”

The kid did as Rodin asked. “He stinks.”

“Yep.”

“So what now? Why’ve you got a blade?”

“This?” Rodin held the blade up, twisting it for effect. “This is what I’m going to use. See, this man annoyed someone. And that someone decided he wanted recompense. So he hired me to sort things out. That’s my job.”

“You’re a mercencary?”

“Mercenary,” Rodin corrected. “Yes. And my job, right now, is to kill this man.”

The colour drained from the kid’s face.

“O-okay.” The boy shuffled. “I should be going.”

He went to stand, but Rodin reached out, grabbing a wrist. He could circle his thumb and finger right round it.

“No, You need to watch.”

The boy twitched, but Rodin held him tight. Rodin waved the blade in the air, and he heard a whimper. The sharp stink of urine rose, and the front of the kid’s trousers darkened.

Rodin brought his arm down and sliced, hard. A dark jet welled up from the man’s throat, spraying the kid’s face. The kid yelled and tried to pull away, but Rodin held him steady.

“This is what happens when you don’t think about what you’re doing. This is what happens when you’re not careful.”

Rodin unclenched his hand and the kid fell back, screaming. Somebody might come, but Rodin doubted it. A scream from an alley? Who’d want to get involved in that?

The kid found his feet, turned and ran.

Rodin watched him round the corner, then turned back to the grotesque corpse.

“Don’t know what you did to my client,” Rodin said, “but it looks like you helped a kid out today.”

It was important to teach the next generation how the world worked.
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This is another exploration into Dominions. I’d set up Rodin, the main character, to be an assassin with principles. His clients pay for discretion—‌if he’s seen, then he has to do something about those who have witnessed his actions. Usually, this means ending their lives‌—‌it’s the only way to ensure they don’t talk. But he prides himself on minimal collateral damage. A perfect job only involves the death of the target.

What, I wondered, would happen if a child were to witness his work?

Even as I wrote this story I wasn’t sure how Rodin would react. But I was pleased with Rodin’s decision. And the child did learn from the experience‌—‌he returns at the end of this collection, in A Lesson In Life.
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Missing

Missing


“Missa? Missa!”

He leaned on the door-frame, rough wood and flaking paint pressing into his flesh, as he yelled into his backyard. Where the hell had the cat gone?

Last he recalled, she’d been on his lap, soft in his hands. Soothing enough that he closed his eyes, and when he opened them she’d gone. He didn’t have a cat-flap, but he always left the kitchen window open now. Ever since it got broken.

She’d gone to find food. That was why she’d come up to him. Most of the time she did her own thing. She might look up when he was close, but she’d only bother him if she wanted something. Food, mainly. Or attention.

And when she had what she wanted, she’d be off.

What time was it anyway? The sky was grey, the low sun hiding behind clouds. It had been high in the sky when he’d dozed off. He was sure of that.

“Missa, where are you?”

It had been like that with the original Missa, he realised. They might’ve been together, but she was always her own person. How many times had he woken to find her side of the bed cold, her coat and boots gone, and a note on the table? Gone walking, back soon.

He used to wait for her return. She’d make breakfast, and they’d eat in bed, then snuggle down together. It made up for the worry, he thought.

That didn’t last, though. Later, even if he managed to stay awake, she’d slouch off her clothes and climb back into bed, her body too cold. And he’d be the one to stay awake as she snored beside him.

She told him he needed to get a hobby. He tried walking, but it bored him. She paid for a gym membership, but he only went once. There were all kinds of tools in the shed, some still in their packaging.

Her sister told Missa that she had a good thing going. His job was well-paid, and he had good prospects. Not many, she said, could live the life of luxury Missa led.

They were twins, not quite identical. Her sister was slimmer, and had a more attractive face. Her skin was softer too. There was a patch on Missa’s back that was rough, from an accident many years ago. Her sister didn’t have that.

Missa shouted at her sister, wouldn’t let her in the house. He tried to be the peacemaker. Hadn’t he gone to see the sister a few times, to smooth things over? But Missa got the wrong idea, accused him of all kinds of things. She threw things. She called him disgusting names. She even shouted at the cat.

No. That never happened. Missa the cat came half a year after Missa the woman. Maybe it was the sister’s idea, a kind of replacement. As if he even wanted that.

He couldn’t remember buying the cat, so he thought she might be a stray. There were always a few prowling around the neighbourhood. She probably came in when he left some food out for her. Then she returned, because he gave her nice things.

He had the cat when she returned, though, because she tried to blame poor Missa for the mess. He remembered it well, returning from the shops to find the furniture broken and slashed, his clothes in shreds. There was a broken window, and glass all over the floor.

As if a cat could do that!

He’d cut himself clearing up the mess. He remembered having to wash the blood out, how he worried that it would stain. There was an awful lot of blood.

Missa stayed away while he cleaned up. He boarded the window in the kitchen. He dealt with all the broken things‌—‌burned some, took some to the tip, buried others. Ordered more trousers and shirts, a chair for the living room, curtains.

Not as much as he had before. But there was only him now. Him, and Missa the cat.

He pushed away from the door-frame. Flakes of paint fell to the mud-stained mat. There was a chill in the air.

He looked around the sad excuse for a garden, with the fencing leaning at wild angles and the bushes tall tangles of green and brown. He looked at the patch of grass and weeds, reaching over his shoes. He’d never had green fingers. But there was one patch of colour, a spread of wildflowers over a hump in the ground, against the wall of the green shed. Must be good nutrients in the soil, he thought.

“Missa! Where the hell are you?”

He rubbed some warmth into his arms. The backs of his hands were criss-crossed with red welts. It always surprised him when the cat turned. There was never any reason for it. He’d go to pet her, or say something nice, and he never knew if she’d curl in close or if she’d lash out.

But he’d never let her go. Not if he could help it. What would he do without her?

He squeezed and pretended that she was in his arms. He could feel her warmth. She wriggled but he held on tight. Wouldn’t let her go. Her struggles would stop eventually. And then everything would be alright.

He released, and wiped a hand across his face, the back of his hand coming away damp. He took one last look at the garden.

There was no point calling for Missa anymore.
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Some of my stories are overtly dark. The violence is on the page, or at least just beneath the surface. But some of my favourite stories are the ones where the darkness hides in the corners.

I’m sure this has to do with reading a lot of horror. As a teenager I loved James Herbert, but the books that stuck with me were the more subtle ones. I vividly recall a passage in Iain Banks’ The Wasp Factory that made my stomach churn‌—‌not because of what it described, but because of what it leaves to the imagination.

I’ve attempted stories using this technique many times. This was one of the first. I’d like to think it works.
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Work Units

Work Units


The door clicked and Trey pushed it open. The Director sat behind her desk, tapping at a screen. Without raising her eyes she waved a lazy hand to indicate the seat across from her.

Trey approached, each step echoing loudly. He kept his eyes forward, ignoring the antique bookcase and the strange sofa, and the abstract artwork she displayed on the walls. He didn’t want any distractions. He needed to keep his composure.

He lowered himself into the chair and focused on a point just over the Director’s shoulder, on the curtain pulled across the far wall. Of course, there was no window. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d seen true daylight.

“Trey,” she said finally, placing her screen to one side, its surface blank. “I apologise for the delay‌—‌a few minor matters to settle.” She smiled, perfect teeth between pale red lips. “So, report.”

He cleared his throat. “I’m sure you’ve read the figures. Overall production is up one point seven net this month, but the predictions for the next few months are even higher. The new tech work units have been assimilated with greater speed and efficiency than we envisaged, and early indications show a possible fifteen percent rise over the next quarter.”

Of course, she already knew this. He had submitted his report, as always, on the first of the month. And she had other sources of information, always seemed to know what was coming.

“So I understand.” Her hand rested on the desk, and her long fingers tapped rhythmically. “Yet the larger picture is not as encouraging. We have increased productivity, yet profit predictions do not rise at the same rate. Can you explain this?”

Trey took a breath. “We have, as you know, something in the region of ten thousand work units currently in use. For many of our lines, these units are functioning at optimum levels. The new tech units will increase productivity by replacing roughly three thousand of our current units, yet doing the equivalent work of about six thousand‌—‌and this is before we take into account their longer operational hours.”

He paused, uncertain how to proceed.

“Yes,” she said, drawing the word out. “But that still doesn’t explain the low profit predictions.”

He pulled the collar from his neck. He didn’t recall it being this warm in her office last month.

“Director, change is not instant. These replaced units‌—‌they are still a part of our operations, and they still require upkeep.”

“Why?”

“Because‌…‌because they are still part of our operations. They might be of use.”

“What use?”

Trey needed a drink. “The new units are more effective, but they still require maintenance and adjustment. It makes sense to keep some of the old units in reserve in case the new ones go off-line. Of course I don’t envisage any major problems,” he said, giving her a strained smile, “but where tech is concerned, I have always believed it best to consider all possibilities.”

The Director nodded, her expression giving him nothing. “I can accept that. So maybe we keep a few hundred old units in reserve, have them running some kind of cosmetic function to keep them active. That still leaves the rest. Three thousand is far too many to keep.”

Trey closed his eyes for a moment. He took a breath, forcing himself to relax. But it did no good. He knew where this was going.

“So what would you suggest, Director?”

She stared at him, calm as a snake. “Isn’t it obvious? If three thousand work units are no longer required, retire them.”

“Permanently?”

“As you suggested, we keep some in reserve. But the rest? It costs us to keep work units active, and if they serve no purpose, that’s money thrown away. So yes, retire them permanently.”

“But so many? That’s almost a third of our units.”

She stopped tapping her fingers. The silence pressed down on him.

“Trey, your role here is to help deliver a healthy profit. If that means permanently retiring work units, then so be it. I don’t call on you to be sympathetic, but to be practical. Even if those units are inactive they still cost us in upkeep and space. So deactivate them, then remove them. Do what the Factory demands. Do I make myself clear?”

He nodded.

“Good. Then I look forward to an update in forty-eight hours. Good day, Trey.”

And that was it. Meeting over.

He rose and turned, walked to the door that seemed so far away, each footstep a heavy heartbeat thump.

As the door closed behind him he steadied himself, one hand on the wall. His stomach lurched and his vision swam. For a moment he saw past the veil of words. For a second, he allowed himself to understand what she had ordered him to do.

Three thousand work units. That was three thousand people.

And he was to delete those workers from existence.

But what choice did he have? If he could not carry out his duties, if she saw him as a defective unit, then he would be permanently retired. A new unit would be upscaled to perform his role.

Three thousand people would die either way.

His shirt sticking to his back and the skin tight across his face, Trey headed to his office, his mind already framing the instructions he would issue.

Because this job was his life, and he intended to keep both.
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Another story related to my Dominions series.

In those books, while the elite live in ‘perfect’ domed cities, they still need ‘stuff’‌—‌food, clothes, and so on. Some of this I envisaged as more artisanal‌—‌hand-crafted, made to order. But most of this stuff comes from elsewhere. The residents of the domes wouldn’t want any kind of factories within their idyll, so the factories exist outside the domes, run purely for what they provide those inside the domes, and manned by the poor and the unfortunate, those who are trapped and who have no other option.

And, in such a setting, surely workers would be seen as nothing more than parts of the machine.
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The Gardener

The Gardener


The gardener’s knees cracked when he bent down to caress the leaf, and he knew the twinge in his legs should concern him. But the pain in his heart surely took priority.

"If there is anything you can tell us, it would be greatly appreciated."

The man who spoke was from Authority, and his suited body cast a shadow over the desecrated flower-bed. He stood on the edge of the grass, his polished shoes crushing the sharp line. The gardener wanted to say something, but the words wouldn’t come.

"You say you saw the two of them, the man and the woman. Was the woman chasing the man, or was it the other way round?"

"Yes," he croaked.

"Which way round?"

"What?" The early-afternoon sun glared over the Authority man’s shoulder, and the gardener shielded his eyes, even though that meant momentarily abandoning the suffering plant.

"Who was chasing who?"

This time it was the woman who spoke. She stood on the grass, and if he were to be charitable he’d say that her heels aerated the turf. Why couldn’t people stick to the paths unless they were suitably attired? That’s what the paths were for, after all. If he had his way, there would be barriers to prevent such inconsiderations.

But the woman was also Authority, so he must answer. He tried to remember the incident.

They’d been yelling as they ran. They'd reached the flower bed, but they hadn't stopped. They'd run on through, then across to the stone wall.

The wall was‌—‌or had been‌—‌a work of art. The loose-looking collection of rock not only held the bank in place, and not only suited the overall temperament of this part of the garden, but the countless nooks and crannies provided home for those tireless garden workers, the insects. But now their homes were exposed, and the carefully-positioned rocks lay among the broken flowers.

"He was chasing her."

"Very good. That confirms other reports we have received." The woman leaned in, and the scent she wore jarred with the delicate perfumes of nature. "Now, if you could think back, is there anything you can tell us about either of these individuals? Can you describe them to us?"

Why were they talking to him like he was simple? He understood‌—‌there had been a disturbance, and these fine people were investigating. He had seen a part of the incident, and so they wanted information. But did they have to bother him now, when there was so much work to do?

"He held a blade," the gardener said, because he recalled the metal in the man’s hand. It was only a small thing, of little practical use. It wouldn’t cope with heavier stems, never mind the branches of the shrubs and trees. For that, the gardener had a proper selection of blades, from the hand-length pruner up to the saw-toothed one he used to remove the more stubborn branches. The man’s small blade might serve for delicate use, but there were times when care for the garden required a loving ruthlessness.

"That’s good," said the woman again. "Not that he had a blade, but that you remember it. Is there anything else? Can you remember the size of either of them, or their clothing?"

They wore clothes. Beyond that, he knew nothing. And their shoes marked the soil. His had kicked at the rocks as he bounded up the wall, but she’d climbed, her hands flinging stones to crush the blooms below.

The gardener shook his head.

The Authority man shifted his stance, and a part of the lawn’s edge collapsed, muddying those shiny shoes. It didn’t give the gardener any joy, though.

"If you recall anything later,” the man said, “don’t hesitate to inform us. This is, as I’m sure you’ll realise, an extremely serious matter.”

For a moment the gardener believe the Authority man spoke of the destruction of the flower bed and the wall, but of course his concern was that couple. It was understandable, he supposed, when their cries and screams had upset so many. There had, apparently, been blood spilt.

That wasn’t ideal moisture, but the micro-organisms in the soil would use what they could. He supposed that was one side of the matter he hadn’t considered. Nature had a way of adapting to these kinds of events. Given time, the insects would return to these fallen rocks. The snapped stems and ruined flowers would wither, falling back to the soil, but new growth would come.

And he’d do what he could to help. Of course he would. He could start by replacing the fallen rocks and patching them back in with soil.

At some point the Authority people must have continued their investigation elsewhere, and the gardener turned his attention to the edge of the grass. It wouldn’t be the same, either if he rebuilt the edge or if he cut around the disturbance, but as it stood it was too stark a reminder of the desecration.

He worked hard, only stopping when the sun had sunk beneath the horizon. Everyone had left the park by then.

The gardener gathered his tools, cleaned them and returned them to the shed. He took one last look around the garden. His work wasn’t finished yet, but he’d return in the morning.

Someone had to look after the important things, didn’t they?
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Looking back, I’m surprised how many of these early stories are Dominions related.

This is another one. I had a scene in the first Dominions book that involved a conflict in a garden. I concentrated on the main characters, but started wondering about those in the background. Someone cared for that garden. How would they react to the disruption?
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The Weather Report

The Weather Report


The rain was expected, but not to such an extent.

The start of the shower was greeted with contented smiles. The moisture cooled the air, and brought out the lushness of the plants. But the rain intensified into the evening, and disappointment spread. The weather station received numerous complaints. Needless to say, they apologised for the inconvenience and promised to investigate the matter with the utmost urgency.

Those on duty were interviewed, and tech experts poured over code. Meteorologists looked to possible unanticipated fluctuations in conditions. But nothing adequately explained the anomaly. Reports were filed, and the weather returned to its programmed patterns.

The next incident of note occurred three months later, when the weather was due to be unseasonably warm and sunny. Many businesses had organised extended lunch breaks as a kindly gesture towards their employees. The day began as expected, with the sun warming the Dome from early morning. Many people opted to don lighter clothing than was usual for that month.

But as the morning progressed a hazy film of cloud developed. Initially this was only enough to lightly filter the sun’s rays, but as the hour for eating approached the cloud thickened and the temperature dropped. Many residents without jackets started to express their annoyance. Some of the plans for al-fresco dining were abandoned, but many continued, those in charge trusting that the weather would return to its arranged pattern.

However, this was not to be. The cloud cover built, and soon even those who wore jackets complained of the conditions.

When the first flakes of snow fell on the amazed and shocked populace, the weather station readied itself for more calls of complaint. They initiated an investigation immediately, promising that their experts would work extended hours to uncover the cause.

This didn’t quell the anger of the residents, and many called for a total overhaul of the weather system. How were they expected to plan their lives if they could not trust the word of those who controlled the very atmosphere in which they worked? How were those involved in horticulture expected to do the best for their plants? How were civic planners supposed to organise large-scale events? How were people expected to prepare without accurate information?

Again, the investigations uncovered no cause.

The third incident occurred one month later, almost to the day. The weather was due to be pleasant for the time of year, with a strong easterly breeze, exactly as the organisers of that day’s regatta had ordered.

The regatta was into its second hour when the breeze intensified. Initially, those taking part expressed satisfaction, and although some of the less experienced sailors grew nervous, old hands relished the chance to demonstrate their considerable skills. Speeds increased, and there were some tense, exciting moments as boats tilted perilously.

The force of the wind grew. Many craft capsized, and the safety vessels struggled to cope, with meditechs in constant demand. The event was brought to an early close as residents beat a panicked retreat from the wild weather.

Again there were complaints, and the weather system investigated. In truth, these investigations had never ceased, and now they started to yield results. Eventually, a lone individual was identified as the cause of all three disturbances. Of course, his name will remain private, but Authority did release some information across the public network.

The man was a senior operator, and had worked diligently for ten years. There were no indications of unacceptable thought patterns, and although he was not overly social he was highly regarded by his colleagues.

But he had been working in private, and had developed skills that enabled him to circumvent the weather system’s fail-safes before implementing his own instructions.

In interviews he expressed a fondness for meteorology that bordered on obsession, becoming increasingly animated as he talked of wild, unpredictable nature. He rejected the arguments that such unpredictability was disruptive. Instead, he saw this chaos as a positive force, and was proud of his actions. He believed he was doing something pure and good. Those who focused on fleeting inconveniences missed the wider vista.

He talked of the work of horticulturists, nurturing specific varieties of plants. This might be viewed as progressive, but there were now, he said, far fewer varieties than existed a century ago. Before the Dome, and before the weather system, nature had always found a way to overcome difficulties, and new species developed constantly. Now, with so much control over the environment, only those species that were beneficial to residents were allowed to flourish. With control, nature was being limited.

He then extended his arguments to include people. The Dome’s residents knew exactly what to expect from their day-to-day existence, and were only capable of making the most superficial of decisions. They had grown lazy and weak. They were a shadow of what they had once been, when brave individuals had created the first Dome and fought for what they believed in. And that was what he was working towards. Yes, there would be casualties, even fatalities, but it would help mankind grow. It would help mankind regain its strength.

The records indicate that he spoke for many hours, becoming increasingly deranged, before Authority decided to separate him from society. But they do not report the final words he spoke as he was taken into Correction. He was still proud, and he smiled as he gave a summary of his position, a phrase that somehow escaped the confinement of Correction and has since wormed its way into the public conscience. He spoke eight words that have become a rallying call for all who despair at seeing how pathetic we have become, and believe that the comfort we now have is the greatest threat we have ever faced.

Those who experience no chaos experience no life.
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This is another story related to Dominions. In those books, the elite live under huge domes. I didn’t want them to be sterile environments, so I worked in the idea that they could create their own weather‌—‌electrostatic forces, water, that kind of stuff. I imagined that it would mirror the weather outside the domes, only not so extreme. Scorching sun would become ‘holiday hot’, a torrential downpour would translate as a brief heavy burst.

But what if the weather systems went wrong? And what if this was on purpose? Yes, those living under these domes are generally far too polite to even say a bad word against someone, let alone cause upset on purpose. But there are always those who push against social norms.

This story was also an experiment in a different style of writing, being closer to a news report than a standard story. I’m not sure such a style would work for a whole novel, but it’s effective for a short like this.
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Influential Friends

Influential Friends


The screen on Genna’s desk buzzed. She swiped, bringing up Ballayne’s face.

“Lorent’s here.”

“Send him in.”

She swiped the screen to sleep and sighed. Let’s get this over with, she thought.

Lorent stepped through the door, approached her desk and took a seat.

“Genna. Good of you to see me.”

“Lorent. What can I do for you?” Genna forced a smile.

“I think it’s more a question of what I can do for you. I have a proposition. You might not like it at first, but please hear me out.”

I dislike it already, Genna thought. “I’m listening.”

“You’re doing well for yourself, Genna. I’ve been watching your progress, and it’s impressive. You’ve taken some gutsy moves, but you’re smart enough to make them work out for you.”

“Thank you.”

Genna watched his gaze as dipped to her chest. Her top was low-cut, something others had advised her against. They told her it would be a distraction.

She silently agreed.

His gaze drifted back up, settling on her forehead and avoiding her eyes.

“But your position is precarious, Genna. You have enemies. I’m in a position to help you. I won’t bore you with details, but I can offer you a certain amount of protection. I have important contacts, and they are the kind of people you want as friends rather than enemies.”

“You have a long track record,” she said. “That doesn’t happen without influence. So what are you proposing?”

He eased himself back in the chair, crossing his legs, exposing his waist. Genna caught sight of the empty sheath. Her guards had strict instructions regarding weapons.

“Sorin,” he said. “You know of the man, I’m sure. He’s‌…‌well, let’s just say he’s a man who gets what he wants. He’s keen to expand his influence, and he will not appreciate resistance from some upstart hiding away in these towers in the centre of her new district.”

He paused, but Genna gave no reaction. He continued.

“You have power, and your people are loyal to you. He doesn’t like that. He wants to break you. Believe me, I know these things.” He uncrossed his legs and leaned in. “I have solid information that he’s planning to strike soon.”

“And you can stop him?”

Lorent nodded. “Like I say, I have influence. I can persuade him that his personal interests would be best served by letting you be.”

“And you’d do that for me?”

“I would. Of course, I would ask for some recompense. I am a businessman, after all.”

Of course. “How much.”

He raised one eyebrow. “You don’t want an advisor in for this?”

“We’re not getting into the details. Give me an estimate.”

He reached into his jacket and produced a screen, swiping to wake it. He tapped a few times, then slid it across the desk. “That’s a summary. I hope it’s not too technical.”

Genna looked at the figures without touching the screen. They were fair, but she could see room for exploitation. The large amount at the bottom was sure to rise once Lorent had an agreement.

“That seems reasonable,” she said.

He took the screen back before she could take a longer look. “So we have a deal?”

Genna sighed. “One thing concerns me, though. What makes you think Sorin will listen to you?”

“We have dealings. He trusts me.”

“And that’s enough?”

He spread his arms. “Trust is everything. You trust your guards, you trust your informants. I trust my partners.”

“Sorin’s a partner?”

He hesitated. “In a manner of speaking.”

Genna nodded. She reached for her own screen and tapped. “Interesting partnership,” she said, sliding the screen across the desk.

She watched Lorent’s expression as the footage played out. She had no need to watch it again‌—‌Lorent on his knees, Sorin holding a gun to his head. The footage was from a body-Eye, worn by an unseen individual. Lorent was allowed to get to his feet, and was escorted from the room. But not before Sorin clearly looked at the Eye and nodded.

“Give the screen a tap,” Genna said. “There’s a report that might interest you.”

His hand shook as he tapped the screen. He shifted in the seat, and the colour drained from his face.

He read slowly‌—‌details of his dealings with Sorin, from Sorin’s point of view. They showed Lorent for what he was‌—‌a small-time dealer, arrogant enough to think he could play with the big boys.

Lorent sat back, taking deep breaths. Then he smiled. “Interesting,” he said, his voice almost steady. “Doctored footage and a false report. I’d question your contacts.”

“You think I can’t trust those I do business with?”

“I have influential friends. Clearly, others want me out of the way. This is a set-up.”

“Influential friends? Like Sorin?”

He laughed. “Don’t believe that footage. And yes, I have influential friends. Many of them.”

Genna shook her head. “If I were to throw your lifeless body from the top of this tower, I would gain more friends than enemies. You want a list of names?”

He swallowed. “So, what, you remove me? Here, in your office?” His voice rose. “You wouldn’t have the guts to do it.”

She would, and she had. Most likely, she would again.

But not today.

“You have one chance, Lorent. Keep out of trouble, and I have no issue with you. But cross me, and I will have you removed.” She smiled, then called for her guards.

As they escorted him from her office, she swiped the screen again.

“Yes?”

“He’s leaving. You know what to do.”

She kept her word, and she didn’t make idle threats. Maybe he would stay out of trouble, but she doubted it. And he’d already crossed her.

Within a couple of days, those influential friends would be thanking her.
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When I wrote Dark Glass, I immediately knew the character of Genna would be important to the series, even though she only appears briefly in that first book. I wanted to understand her better, so I wrote this short. And the themes behind it‌—‌using influence to manipulate others‌—‌have reoccurred in my more recent books.

Maybe that says something about me. I’m not sure.
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Escape

Escape


I can’t remember a time when they haven’t been after me.

It’s dark. That doesn’t bother them‌—‌it’s as if they can see through the blackness‌—‌but in the shadows I can avoid the stares. Others can’t see the wounds if I’m careful, but there must be something in my manner that tells of the torture.

But that ends tonight. I have a plan.

I descend the ladder, the air fetid. This place is ideal for disposal, and I try not to think of the bodies decomposing beneath me. The metal rungs are cold. I shudder.

I take my time, because I have to. My dim head-torch exposes my hands, and I see the familiar scars and mangled flesh at the end of each stump.

They didn’t start with my fingers. The first part of me they took was the little toe on my right foot. They injected me with something, but it didn’t dissipate the pain, and I screamed. The scream grew when they cauterised the wound with a blow-torch. When they held up the tiny nodule of flesh, a bone hidden inside, blood still dripping, it hardly looked real.

They laughed at the way I staggered, mocking my lopsided gait. They told me to learn from that lesson.

I didn’t. They took the first finger a month later. They changed their rules, or maybe they simply played with ambiguity. I broke the rules I had no chance of following, and more fingers followed.

They left me with a thumb and one finger on each hand. They told me this was a kindness, but by then I knew otherwise. With opposable digits I could fend for myself. With nothing I’d be reliant on others.

They wanted me alone.

I reach the bottom of the ladder and step off. My foot sinks into a layer of sludge, up to the ankle, releasing a foul stench. The sludge is uneven. My torch-light reflects off liquid. I can’t even pretend that it’s water.

They told me never to do this. Don’t run, they said. There’s no escape. But I had to try. And, after one of my other mistakes, I knew I had to do this on my own.

I reached out to a neighbour. He worked at the hospital, and I explained that I was in a great deal of pain, that I needed something to help me cope. I’d seen him in the company of women who were not his wife, and I would use this knowledge if he asked too many questions. He seemed happy to help, and told me to return in two days.

They knew, of course. When I next entered his apartment they had him tied down. They forced me to watch as they sliced him open, their laughter drowning his screams. They brought his sodden flesh up to their lips and sprayed me with his blood. When he no longer breathed they defiled his still-warm corpse. I feared they would force me to join in their depravity, but they lost interest when the contents of my stomach erupted down my front.

This was my doing, they said. I was responsible.

I almost believed them. But my scars and my fumblings told me otherwise. And I knew I had to escape.

The tunnel twists and turns, and I follow the route I’ve committed to memory. None of this is recorded. None of this is known to anyone but myself. I descend and I rise. The ground grows solid, but the stink remains.

Eventually I reach the metal plate, hidden in one wall, beneath a pile of wood and cloth. I open it, using the code I agonised over and perfected. Then I enter the box.

The inside of the box is larger than one would expect. I’ve made it as comfortable as possible. There’s a mattress, and in one corner I have a bucket connected to an old pipe system. Water is cleaned through the filter I designed. I have power, pulled from old cables that run overhead. I have my atmospheric controller, pulling fresh air from somewhere far above and pushing out my toxic breath. And, against three walls, I have my supplies, my tins and packets and boxes.

I’ve calculated that I can survive down here for a few years. That should be long enough for them to forget about me and pick a new toy. The dark solitude is a price I’m willing to pay.

I close the portal, sealing it tight. There is an electrical lock, magnetic bolts, and a heavy steel girder that I snap into place.

There are no sounds.

I turn off my head-torch and I straighten my back. Soft air blows across my face. It’s filtered and pure. The smell of meat must be from my boots.

I breathe deep. My jacket pushes against my stomach, the material rustling. The sound is so small, but it fills my sanctuary, as if it comes from all around. I turn slowly, and my boots scraped across the concrete flooring.

I want to cry. I want to laugh. I want to shout for joy. But I’m speechless.

I don’t even scream when cold, hard fingers dig into my shoulder and rancid breath strokes my face.
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This story was inspired by Terry Pratchett. There’s a section in one of his books (I can’t remember which) where a wizard makes a Death-proof box, and it works‌—‌except that the wizard forgets to add any air-holes. Once he’s sealed inside he hears the icy voice of Death saying DARK IN HERE, ISN’T IT?

Pratchett tells it far better than I do.
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Allegiance

Allegiance


“Alin?”

“What’s on your mind, Graf?”

“What makes you think something’s on my mind?”

“You’ve been shuffling all morning. Clicking your tongue, too.”

“I click my tongue?”

“Only when something’s on your mind.”

“How do you know that?”

“Seriously? We’ve worked this duty almost a year, ten hours a day. Reckon I know you better than I know Chelle.”

“You’re lucky to have someone like her.”

“Stop deflecting. What’s up?”

“Okay. I’ve been thinking…”

“Always a dangerous move.”

“…‌and I’m not sure what to do. It’s kind of connected with our job.”

“Right.”

“What d’you mean by that?”

“Nothing. Just reckon I know where you’re going with this.”

“Well, if you already know…”

“No. I’m probably wrong. Carry on.”

“Sure. See, we sit here and make sure nobody comes through who isn’t supposed to.”

“I know the job.”

“I’m trying to explain.”

“My apologies. Carry on.”

“Thank you. So we stop people getting in or out, unless they have permission. And not many people try.”

“Some do.”

“We’ve only had one, right? In almost a year.”

“That’s at this gate. There are the others, remember, and the routes we’re not supposed to know about.”

“Still, it’s rare. Talked to some of the others, and none of them have had anyone try to go Outside.”

“Understandable. And we’re not supposed to talk.”

“Only amongst ourselves, wasn’t it? And, yeah, it doesn’t make sense to go Outside. I mean, we’ve got everything we need in here, right? Out there, it’s a free-for-all. They’ve got nothing. Loads of stories, right?”

“That’s true.”

“But is it?”

“Dangerous ground, Graf.”

“Hear me out, yeah? If it’s so bad out there, and so good in here, why aren’t more trying to get in?”

“They don’t get this far.”

“Why not? I mean, if they’re so violent, what’s going to stop them? Why don’t they gang up and try?”

“Don’t you remember the one we had to get rid of? He was a madman. Drooling and everything. If they’re all like that, they can’t think straight, don’t know how to work together. Probably don’t even think of trying to break in.”

“If they’re so stupid, why are they dangerous?”

“They just are. There are some things we just have to accept…”

“Why?”

“What?”

“Why do we have to accept them? It doesn’t make sense. If it’s so terrible out there, more of them would want to come across. So it stands to reason that it’s not that bad Outside.”

“Not that bad? They’re animals, the lot of them!”

“But we don’t know that. Some of them, sure. But all of them? I don’t buy it.”

“Don’t say it, Graf.”

“Say what?”

“You think I don’t know where you’re going with this? I’ve heard it before. Guy before you thought the same.”

“You don’t know what I’m thinking.”

“Yeah, I do. Suspected as much when you turned up with that pack.”

“Told you, I’m staying with Lorim tonight.”

“You’re a lousy liar. You want to go out there, don’t you?”

“What?”

“You want to see for yourself.”

“Maybe. Yeah. I mean, only a quick look. Along the tunnel, see what’s on the far side. I’ll come straight back if it looks dodgy.”

“And the pack?”

“Might need to go a bit further out. Not like I’m intending to stay, is it? But I need to know. The more I think about it, the less I trust what they tell us.”

“You don’t believe them?”

“I need to see for myself.”

“Fine. Then go.”

“You mean that?”

“If you’ve made up your mind.”

“You won’t stop me?”

“I should. But you’d only talk to one of the others, convince them to let you out. I’m not having you getting them into trouble.”

“But…”

“If you want to go, go.”

“You’re the best, Alin.”

 

 

“Alin? Alin? You there?”

“The door’s sealed. Go away.”

“But it’s me. It’s Graf.”

“You can’t come through.”

“You were right, Alin. It’s horrible out here. Please, open the door.”

“You’re not authorised.”

“I wasn’t authorised to leave. Come on, be a friend. Let me back in.”

“I shouldn’t.”

“Shouldn’t have let me out in the first place.”

“Okay.”

“Thanks, Alin. You wouldn’t believe how terrible it is out there‌…‌oh, hello. Are you my stand-in?”

“You’ve been replaced, Graf.”

“Replaced? But I was only gone a couple of days.”

“You left your post. You deserted.”

“And I’m back now.”

“No. I can’t let you go any further.”

“What? Come on, Alin. Don’t be like that.”

“I hoped it would be like the one before. He started questioning things, but he never came back. It was easier that way. The problems sorted itself out.”

“Problem? What problem?”

“I thought you understood. The reason things work in here is because we adhere to the rules. Any transgression needs to be punished.”

“I’ve learnt my lesson. I’ve never been so terrified.”

But in this job, we have to be strong. If we’re weak, it could be disaster for everyone. So when one of our own goes astray, we have to come down hard. We have to set the example.”

“Example? What the hell are you talking about? And why have you got that thing in your hand?”

“You’re teaching the new guy a very important lesson, Alin.”

“No! Don’t aim that thing at me! I’m your friend!”

“I’m only doing my job.”
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I started writing short stories for many reasons, and one was to experiment. With a short, there’s less pressure to ‘succeed’ (because it’s easier to abandon a failing thousand-word short than a ten-thousand-word novel).

Allegiance was an experiment in writing dialogue-only. And the more I write, the more I focus on dialogue. Even in scenes where there is only one person I’ll often have the character talking to themselves.
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The Greatest Fraud

The Greatest Fraud


She wore a friendly smile as she opened the door. He was dressed in an expensive, loose-fitting jacket over tight, creased trousers and polished shoes; his usual relaxed uniform. He had money, but he didn’t flaunt his riches. He liked high quality, but nothing ostentatious. That was why he came to her.

“Hi, hon. Come in.” She stood to one side and he nodded, his gaze never leaving her face.

As he stepped past she resisted the urge to guide him with a hand on his back, and to let her fingers play over his well-toned body. He didn’t come here for her touch.

He took his usual seat. She’d arranged the room to his liking‌—‌the sofas facing one another, separated by the low table, on which she’d placed a squat floral display and six coasters. On the walls she’d hung a couple of the prints he’d talked about before, those ones that looked like nothing more than random lines. He’d tried telling her of their deeper meaning, but she’d drifted off as always, his gentle voice nothing more than a background hum.
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