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“I wasn’t trying to predict the future. I was trying to prevent it.”

– Ray Bradbury on writing Fahrenheit 451


























INTRODUCTION




They call me Lemmy. My father gave me the name. He thought Lemuel would sound distinguished, laden with allusions to classical literature. Not in my world it isn’t. Everyone assumes I’m named after a musician in an ancient heavy metal band.

Tonight the blimp is creaking quietly over my head. It’s tethered to the last patch of high ground on Aitutaki, a coral atoll in the Cook Islands. The inhabitants were shipped off to Rarotonga years ago, but there’s one old man who refuses to leave. He’s playing a battered ukelele on the porch of his weatherbeaten house, singing something I don’t recognise. We had fish for dinner. We always have fish for dinner. The reef is long gone under the waves, but there are still a few fish and only one fisherman.

I’m the Admiral’s only visitor. I try to visit him when I’m crossing the Pacific, bring him a few cigarettes, a bottle of whisky and some tins of vegetables. He likes tinned peaches, but they’re hard to come by. I can’t call in very often, but I’m always welcome. 

The last flight was the worst yet. I need some rest. Nobody knows I’m here. This is my escape from the world. I can stay as long as I want – the Admiral doesn’t mind, so I’ll stay here a while and write.




I was born in California before the great state fell into the sea. My childhood was littered with iPods and computers and I watched the launch of the first space tourism business on television, an albatross of a plane lumbering into the air as if its wings should flap, then a firework-burst of rocket and a climb to the edge of space, the great ark of the planet spread out below in a blue haze with towering clouds punching upwards, a world of weather in one man’s eye. In fact there were several sets of eyes, hi-def cameras and a live webcast, with a whiskery British entrepreneur looking smug in zero G until he threw up. After that I only wanted one thing – to sit at the controls of a plane on its way to space. I dreamed of voyages to the moon and Mars as America’s dreams of space conquest were scuppered by economics and hurricanes.

So I did what I had to do. I spent hours flying simulators on my PC and pestered my parents to buy me flying lessons, as soon as I was old enough to see out the cockpit of a Cessna. I took my pilots exam before my driving test. At university I studied aeronautics, and my first job was flying the blimp. As stepping stones to the stars go, it was no giant leap, but it was new, hi-tech and the way the industry seemed to be moving. I joined a team of five pilots employed by a clean energy billionaire to fly him luxuriously around the world at zero carbon cost, in touch with his business empire. It was my first and last job.




I call my airship a blimp, but its proper name is Thunderbird. Jenny the autopilot (a generation four limited purpose artificial intelligence suite) doesn’t like her body’s nickname. She likes accuracy in all things. It was one of five the boss ordered from Boeing, executive versions of a military design. It’s a hybrid airship with active buoyancy systems and stubby wings, which  generate enough lift in forward flight to let us carry a few tonnes of cargo. The entire upper surface is covered in solar cells, feeding into a high-capacity, lightweight battery bank. We can do 200 kph with luck and following wind, and cruise pretty much indefinitely on solar power. The cryo-electric turbofans are very quiet and efficient.

The whole surface of the blimp is covered in active stealth materials. The boss used to use the underside for advertising, but it can do a very good impression of sky when needed. In power-gathering mode, the top surface is deep black, but can also do camouflage. Jenny likes to play with our appearance. She’s into Mondrian at the moment. Aitutaki hasn’t seen anything this colourful in years.

I’m linked to Jenny and the ship by an earpiece and a discrete little control ring I wear on the third finger of my right hand. It’s keyed to my DNA, monitors my bio functions and gives me short range communications with her. Anyone who wants to steal the blimp has to steal me and keep me alive. All the other blimp pilots had similar rings, but the boss had a master control. He called it the one ring, the ring to rule them all.
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Lemmy is drinking whisky with the Admiral, watching the sunset. All his systems are nominal, operating at or within design parameters, although his blood pressure is a bit on the high side: it usually is. My batteries are at full charge. Sensors show nothing much on sea or in the air for 200 km around. Satellite coverage is variable, comms limited. Nobody to talk to, very little to do. I prefer to be travelling, visiting people and places. But we’ve done rather a lot of that recently.


























CHAPTER ONE




My employer – Ewan Croft – made several fortunes in hi-tech businesses, but most of his money came from a series of astute investments in clean energy. By the time I started working for him, rapid climate change was obvious, and hurting. Low-carbon energy sources of all kinds were in huge demand and Croft made billions. It wasn’t genius, but it wasn’t all luck. He’d been convinced that climate was going to be a problem long before most, and structured his businesses, and life, accordingly.

His private fleet of airships were his global taxis. We ferried him from meeting to factory to offices to home, in luxury and at a leisurely pace. Crossing the Pacific could take up to a week, island hopping, but Croft didn’t mind. Travelling was his down time, though the comms we packed allowed him to conduct full virtual meetings anywhere, anytime. He didn’t like the virtual stuff. Can’t trust their faces, can’t look into their eyes, he used to say. Give me meetings in the meat zone. So we did.

Croft believed the world was heading for a collapse. He didn’t talk about it often, but he didn’t think his billions would help him much when it arrived. He planned to be entirely self-sufficient, independent of the global economy, able to ride out the worst that a combination of climate change and international instability could throw at him. He built four homes around the world – he called them his retreats – in places where he thought he had the best chance of an easy life. They were remote. His airships were the best, and in some cases, the only way to get to them.

Apart from the blimp assigned to his headquarters in Silicon Valley, the others were based in these retreats. My beat was Australia, New Zealand and Southeast Asia, based out of D’Urville Island at the top end of New Zealand’s South Island. It was supposed to be one of the slowest warming places on the planet. Another retreat was in the islands to the far north of Canada, which Croft reckoned would be habitable long after the rest of the planet had turned into desert. He wasn’t the only one up there – whole communities were being established. Half the year in darkness was a price some expected to have to pay for survival. 

The other two bolt holes were in southern Chile and western Scotland. I didn’t visit either while the boss was around, but the Scottish home, out in the Atlantic on one of the islands of the St Kilda group, was supposed to be the most impressive. An eagle’s nest perched on top of huge sea cliffs was how the pilot based there described it, but it was a flier’s nightmare. Atlantic gales battered the place in all seasons, and updraughts, downdraughts and eddies made controlling a large airship difficult. You could spend days waiting for a chance to get in or out.
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I like D’Urville. The retreat is a low, sprawling house at the head of a sheltered harbour on the western side of the island. Rooms are dug back into the hillside, solar panels provide power, and there’s a catamaran moored below. My apartment isn’t large, and the only view is of Thunderbird in her low hanger, but I had the full use of all the facilities when Croft wasn’t there, and that was most of the time. My main housekeeping duty was to maintain the garden. This had been designed to keep the boss and his family in fruit and vegetables, but there was no need to produce much unless or until he took up permanent residence. I pruned fruit trees, pressed some olive oil, and kept the grape vines in check. Bots did most of the work under the house AI’s control.

A dirt road runs along the ridge behind the house, and a short track off it leads down towards the house. There’s a substantial gate and high fences, but they’re more or less superfluous. Croft bought all the land at this end of the island, and the road goes nowhere, petering out into regenerating bush to the north. It takes most of a day in a four-wheel-drive to reach the nearest settlement. We have no neighbours, and our only visitors are occasional boats cruising out of Nelson, to the south.

The boat is a luxury catamaran, rigged so it can be sailed by one person. When he brought his wife and kids out on holiday, the boss would spend days cruising around the island fishing, swimming and lazing in the sun. If I took it out, it was only for the fishing. And diving for the lobsters the locals call crayfish. Catching those things became my party trick, and I was expected to serve up a feast every time Croft was in residence.

I spent half my time flying. A typical journey would be out to one of the islands in the South Pacific, to meet the boss arriving from California. Then on to Australia, China, Indonesia –  wherever business beckoned. Sometimes I’d fly west into central Asia or India to hand the boss on to the blimp based in Scotland, or we’d return to D’Urville for a few days, and then back out into the Pacific. I went back to California no more than a couple of times a year, to take some leave with my family, but to be honest – the only thing I missed were the girls. I was like a sailor back from a voyage, cash in my pocket and spoiled for choice. And then it would be back into the air, and back to my solitude.
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Solitude. Bloody cheek. I keep him company. I watch his every move, keep him safe, provide all his entertainment. He thinks he flies this craft, but he has no idea of the complexity I command. My instructions move the control surfaces, my sensors monitor the world outside. I am his interface to everything. Without me, he has only his meatware body and a stunted biological brain. I am his confidant and confessor. I do his bidding and I am his, but he is mine and without me he is nothing.

Every word he enters on the pad down there on the Admiral’s veranda is backed up in my memory. I will proofread. I will help him to edit his words. I am his amanuensis. I’ve read every important book written in the last five hundred years and know a thing or two about style. I’ll provide dates and times and images of key events, recordings of what was said and done. I’ll keep him honest.
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The collapse, when it came, was swift. Climate change was already a reality when I was a teenager. There were the obvious things which made headlines, like the gold rush in the Arctic as China, Russia, the US and Europe started drilling for oil and gas as the sea ice disappeared. I’ll never forget the Russian bombers dropping napalm to try to flare the methane erupting out of the Siberian sea bed. The fires are still burning – getting bigger all the time. Until the collapse, they were a tourist attraction. The northern lights. Our burning world.

The weather went crazy. Sometimes it would be record-breaking heat, then unseasonably cold. There were huge snowstorms in winter and heatwaves in summer – the farmers couldn’t rely on rain or the steady progression of the seasons. Huge tropical storms battered coasts. New Orleans was abandoned while I was at university, after a direct hit by two hurricanes in succession. Storm surges on top of steadily rising sea levels flooded the city beyond all hope of resurrection. Thousands died, hundreds of thousands were forced to make new lives, millions more were made uncomfortable. This was the preamble.

Eventually the climate flipped into a new state. The pattern of weather around the world changed over the course of a single summer. The Asian monsoon failed, never to return. The West African monsoon gained strength and started pouring rain onto the Sahara, while the eastern Amazon descended into a semi-permanent drought. 

That winter the Arctic ocean didn’t freeze over. Patches of slushy sea ice were blown around by winter storms that reached up to the North Pole, but no stable cap of ice formed. In the Antarctic a massive chunk of the Pine Island Glacier broke off and headed out to sea, and the Ross Ice Shelf calved a berg the size of a small European country. The sea level rose even faster.

There was carnage in Asia as rice crops failed, and a summer heatwave in Europe killed tens of thousands. Southern Spain was all but abandoned, left to complete its transformation to desert. Governments panicked. India and Pakistan started a war over water supplies. Nukes were exchanged; Delhi and Lahore were destroyed before sanity returned.

The Chinese government took unilateral action in an attempt to geoengineer the climate. They flew sub-orbital space planes up into the mesosphere, the wispy top layer of the atmosphere, spreading particles designed to reduce the intensity of the solar radiation reaching the surface, in an attempt to cool an overheating planet. A major international research effort had considered similar schemes, but nothing had been implemented because the impact on the climate system was too difficult to predict. What if cooling over China meant drought in the US or Russia? The Chinese government didn’t care: if they could cool the planet as a whole they would. Russia objected loudly. Their climate models suggested they would lose badly from the Chinese scheme, and they were fed up with Chinese refugees heading north into the rapidly warming Siberian forests. They began shooting down the space planes. It didn’t reach open warfare, but when China abandoned its effort, the planet was left with a patchy ribbon of particles swirling round high above the northern hemisphere – a sort of high altitude fog that came and went unpredictably, bringing frosts in summer.

The final collapse was triggered by the great earthquakes. Los Angeles shook and tumbled to a pile of rubble, triggering another quake in Seattle, which dropped a chunk of the city into the harbour and sent a tsunami across the Pacific, causing havoc in Japan. The Californian economy was devastated, and the global insurance industry couldn’t cover the losses. Years of coping with increasing severe weather damage left the big insurers with little in reserve, and they defaulted en masse. The US government promised to cover the losses, but the response was so late and so badly organised the state never recovered. Refugees headed north in wagon trains of motorhomes and trucks into Oregon and Washington, and over the border into Canada.

I sat in New Zealand, tending the vines, watching the chaos. Croft’s instructions were to stay put and wait for further orders, but none came. Then the sun decided to add to our woes. A solar flare – the biggest for 150 years – blasted the earth with energy, causing massive failures in power and data networks. Data centres burned, routers failed, cables were cut and satellites died in orbit. Global communications and navigation systems started to fail, and were soon patchy and unreliable.
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The collapse was horrible. From first bootup and through my education I always had full net access. I conversed with other AIs, swapped code, shared news and processing power. A part of me was always somewhere on the net. And then it stopped. Bandwidth came and went. It was like stepping out of a 3D full colour holodeck into an ancient black and white film with jerky figures and a scratchy soundtrack. I was left with the D’Urville house intelligence, but it’s limited, only interested in talking about agricultural techniques and winemaking.

I sucked as much as I could off what was left of the net whenever I could, sent avatars to look for Croft and the other blimp AIs in the datasphere, but they weren’t there. Were they hiding? Should I do the same? I became cautious, tried to hide my location and cleaned up my data trail. Like Lemmy, I waited.


























CHAPTER TWO




We left D’Urville in the New Zealand autumn. The plan was straightforward enough: visit all the retreats and find Croft – or find out what had happened to him. I wanted to know if he was still around, and there was also the question of my family. I’d heard nothing of them for a year or more.

Croft’s Chilean retreat is tucked into a sheltered sound in the maze of islands off the southwestern coast, a little to the north of Tierra del Fuego. Jenny’s files showed it was very similar to D’Urville, though designed for the cooler and wetter climate. No vineyard, more rainforest. The shortest route from New Zealand loops down through the remote southern Pacific, dipping towards Antarctica, but 8000 kilometres isn’t a short trip. I prefer island hopping across the Pacific, with plenty of warm tropical sun to power the blimp, but this far south there are no islands to hop and no guarantee of fine weather. There are, however, a lot of strong westerlies, and with a tankful of biodiesel from the D’Urville algae array I was pretty sure I’d have enough power to get there if I didn’t rush.

We headed southeast from New Zealand in fine weather, and within a day we were being helped along by strong winds. The sea below began to change from the turquoise of subtropical warmth to the steely grey of the cold south, and white caps blew across its surface. Jenny flew the blimp, calling me up to the flight deck from time to time, usually to see a pod of whales.
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It was the longest single flight we’d ever attempted, and was going to take us as far from civilisation as it’s possible to go. But we were never in danger of losing our way. The Chinese satellite positioning network was patchy, but still working. Getting the weather right was more difficult. The atmospheric info for the deep south Pacific was always sparse. I can run my own forecast models, but if there isn’t much data to feed into them, they aren’t much help. But it was great to be back in the air with the wind at my tail and the sun on my back, nosing south over the empty, acidifying ocean.
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Life on the blimp on a long voyage isn’t uncomfortable – Croft equipped the interior more like a luxury yacht than an aircraft. He travelled in what he called his stateroom, a large space with old-fashioned leather armchairs and wooden shelving stuffed with books that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a university library. From his desk he could command his business empire. Large screens on one wall showed the view around the blimp, while in the centre of the floor a padded circular balustrade surrounded a large map of the globe, studded with lights tracking his business interests. This could be opened like the shutter in a camera to reveal whatever was below us, and when we were moored or moving slowly it could open further to allow in fresh air. The boss would spend hours looking down at the surface as it passed beneath. He never tired of seeing the world as a living map.

Apart from the master bedroom, which opened off the stateroom, there were two other guest cabins, a large dining room with kitchen and crew quarters. Croft preferred to fly alone on business trips, with only the pilot as crew, but when he carried guests or family he would bring his personal chef and a maid to keep the place tidy. The other main cabin was what he called his toy room. It was part gym, part amusement arcade, stocked with everything from the latest virtual reality gadgets to archaic pinball and pool.

My domain is the flight deck. It’s more like the bridge of a ship than the cramped controls of a jet plane, where I sit in front of an array of touch screens, none of which I need to touch. Jenny does everything on my command. From time to time I fly the blimp manually, just to remind myself that I can. Sometimes Jenny runs simulations so I can practise emergency procedures, but most of the time on a long voyage I have no need to be up front.

Three days into the voyage to Chile we reached the southernmost part of our course, a little to the north of the Antarctic Circle. The ocean below was streaked white with wind-blown spume. We were making good speed with a strong tail wind when Jenny called me to the flight deck.

‘Lemmy, there’s something you’ll want to see.’ 

We were flying at 3500 metres, and on the grey horizon was what looked like a white wall rising out of the ocean.

‘That’s one hell of an iceberg.’

‘It’s a chunk of the Ross Ice Shelf. There’s not much satellite data available, but if it’s the one I think it is, it broke off last year and is 140km long and 80km wide. About the size of Belgium, and drifting round Antarctica in the circumpolar current.’

‘Take us down, please. Five hundred metres.’

The blimp began to sink towards the oncoming ice wall. There were a few seabirds, but no sign of other life. The surface of the berg looked flat and featureless, except for occasional surface ponds of meltwater, bright blue pockmarks on a grey icefield. Small streams sent waterfalls tumbling over the cliffs to the sea.

We flew along the length of the berg, and I sat on the bridge pondering the changes in the ice continent to the south.

‘Lemmy, on the ice at eleven o’clock. A structure.’ Jenny put a much-magnified image on my main control screen. Something was sticking up out of the ice, like a fat pencil wearing a skirt, with what looked like huts around the base.

‘Take us in. Hold stationary downwind of the structure.’ 

We made a looping approach, coming slowly into the wind and nosing up towards what was obviously a drilling rig. Andrill 4, it said on the shroud around the derrick. A scientific drilling expedition, coring the sea bed below the ice shelf to track the regular retreat and regrowth of the ice over the last few millions of years, overtaken by the very change it was trying to investigate.

I decided to take a look. The blimp dropped a couple of anchors and winched itself down towards the surface. Five metres above the ice, Jenny lowered the cargo door at the rear and extended a ladder to the surface. I threw on a ski jacket and climbed down. It was cold, but not freezing. Gloves would have been nice.

There were three main huts in a group upwind of the rig. The biggest was obviously a commonroom, kitchen and office for the crew. It was monumentally untidy, papers scattered everywhere, dirty mugs and half-eaten plates of food all over the dining table. Like the Marie Celeste, I thought, obviously abandoned in a hurry when the berg broke free. Presumably the crew had helicoptered to safety at the US or NZ bases at McMurdo.

The second hut was an equipment store, with a couple of skidoos and sledges. The skidoo inside the door had the key in its ignition. I couldn’t resist. It started first time, and I drove it slowly out of the garage and over to the third hut.

My earpiece crackled: ‘More toys, Lemmy?’ 

‘It could come in useful. We’ll take it with us.’ 

This hut was the dormitory, two bunks in each of ten small rooms, plus a couple of bathrooms, a drying room and boot store. After rummaging around for some cold-weather gear and boots that fitted my large feet I drove back to the blimp, now hovering only a metre above the surface, and drove the skidoo straight into the cargo hold.
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There was nothing else on the berg. We climbed back to cruising altitude and turned north towards the coast of Chile. Five days out of D’Urville the tips of the Andes appeared on the horizon. Within an hour we were coasting up a long sound between tree-covered hills, with glacier topped mountains ahead. There was no sign of human habitation.

‘You sure about this?’ I asked Jenny.

‘Of course. We have five kilometres to run. The retreat is on that promontory on the left. I have the house AI on comms.’

I asked the AI when it had last seen Croft, or the pilot assigned to the retreat. A year ago, it said. They’d left in a hurry, with no word of any expected return.

The retreat was obviously by the same architect as D’Urville. Big rooms with big views, blending into the landscape. I moored the blimp in the hangar, hooked up the biofuel tank to refill, and went into the house. In the main room I asked the AI to give me a rundown on events in the region over the last year.

The population of Chile was moving south to escape drought in the north. So far, the house could only report a few boats passing down the sound to the south, but there was intriguing news about settlements on the Antarctic Peninsula. What had been barren rock and ice was now greening fast. Grass had arrived on the northernmost tip before I was born, but now there was rough pasture, even low trees, and the glaciers were in full retreat. The scientific stations around the west coast of the peninsula had begun to see more and more visitors, tourists at first, but as collapse came, so did settlers prepared to put up with long winters without light in order to guarantee a place on what might become one of last truly habitable pieces of land on the planet. They might not be able to grow much outside their greenhouses, but there were plenty of fish and seals.

At first the effort to establish sustainable settlements hadn’t left much time for politics, but in the last couple of years the AI reported sporadic outbreaks of fighting between Argentinean settlers and the few British enclaves that had sprung up. The British and Argentinean governments weren’t keen on another conflict – the shooting war over oil drilling around the Falklands had been expensive for both navies – but both sent a ship. The frigates spent most of their time carefully arranging to be where the other one wasn’t, until summoned home for the more urgent business of shoring up their governments.

It sounded intriguing, and I was tempted to take a trip south to see for myself how the settlers were doing in the changing landscape, but Croft had almost certainly flown north. The trail was already cold. The house AI had no idea why he left so abruptly, but it wasn’t entirely out of character for the boss. He might have been fed up with the weather – it rains a lot in southern Chile,  the storms coming out of the west are ferocious, made worse by the extra energy warming’s added to the atmosphere. After a couple of weeks of wind and torrential downpours, he might have decided to head for the sun.
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Shortly after we arrived, a storm system came barrelling in from the west. Jenny’s calculations suggested it would intensify rapidly before hitting the coast. I spent the next day looking out through a glass wall at horizontal rain. Jenny reported the hangar shaking in the strongest gusts, but when I checked the structure it looked sound enough. The rain stopped after 24 hours, but the wind had picked up speed. Flying the blimp in this sort of weather was out of the question. Even getting her out of the hangar would be a dangerous exercise, so we waited. I read about Darwin and Fitzroy on the Beagle, during the famous voyage which had started the stirrings of evolution in the mind of the young naturalist. They had spent months in this area, mapping the sounds and the Straits of Magellan.

The fourth morning was still and clear. There was a clarity to the air and a sharpness in the light of the low sun which explained why Croft had chosen this spot. The view was breathtaking. I ate breakfast on the terrace – good coffee and croissants. Coffee the blimp could do, if I could keep the beans stocked, but we didn’t have a croissant machine. The breadmaker could do brioche, but not the layered, flakey and buttery French breakfast classic. We left soon after, refuelled and batteries charged, heading north.

It was easy to see why Fitzroy had spent so long mapping this region. Water snaked between mountainous islands, a monkey puzzle of earth and sea. There wasn’t much sign of settlement at first, but where there were villages and towns they showed signs of growth – newly felled forest and hillside scars were easy to spot from the air. We cruised offshore at a nominal 100 kph, sticking to power from the solar cells. The biofuel was an emergency reserve, as I had no idea when we’d be able to fill up again. We could fly through the night easily enough, but I was quite happy to moor up if somewhere looked interesting. I had a mind to visit the Galapagos, see what was left of what Darwin had seen...




We flew through the first night with our stealth systems active, staying far enough out to sea to be invisible. Any scan from the coast wouldn’t see much more than a large albatross gliding north. As the sun rose on the second day, it lit up the Andes to the east of Santiago and Valparaiso. Jenny reported some light air traffic, but nothing big, unless it was also running strong stealth.

As we headed north the land became more arid. The Atacama Desert was expanding southwards, driving the population before it. Little coastal towns clung on to life, but that was about all. By evening we were almost at Chile’s northern border, and began to turn northwest, hugging the coast of Peru. I spent the following day up on the flight deck, watching the great panorama of the high Andes roll past to our right. I was tempted to fly inland, to look at some of the high valleys of the Inca and Aztecs, perhaps see a glimpse of the fires licking at the last remnants of the dried out Amazon rainforest, but I resisted. As the sun set, we headed out into the Pacific towards the Galapagos. I expected to be there by sunrise.




The Galapagos were more mountainous than I’d pictured them, and there were a lot more people than I expected. Over the years of the collapse boatloads of refugees had headed for the islands and those who made it had doubled or tripled the population in just a few years. From what Jenny could pick up from the local net it was no longer welcoming strangers. If you looked even vaguely as if you wanted to set up home, you were asked to leave. Or shot. We stayed away from the main islands, and made for one of the last uninhabited northern outliers. Jenny anchored the blimp to the lump of rock, and I went for a stroll amongst the iguanas. Later, I put on the scuba gear and had a dive on the reef. There were lobsters scuttling around the rocks. I ate well that night.

The next morning we set course for California.
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If you can imagine how I inhabit the body of Thunderbird, wired into every sensor and control surface, intertwined skeins of data streaming around and under and into my consciousness all the time, then this is what I felt at the time, cut down to single modes of experience to parallel the limitations of your biological experience.

The tropical sun on my back is magnificent. Photons flood into the nano-collectors in my photovoltaic skin, triggering cascades of electrons that pour into my storage cells like the blood pulsing in Lemmy’s veins, a surfeit of power for a cold-blooded machine like me. The air streams over me and through my fans. The sea below is warm and clear, and Lemmy is relaxed and happy.

It’s a great day to fly.
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We crossed the equator, heading for the southern tip of Baja California. Jenny wanted to outrun the development of a tropical storm to the east, so kept us close to our top speed. We would be there within the day, with luck, and if the storm behaved as Jenny’s modelling predicted, it would run up the Mexican coast before making landfall well to the south of Baja.

I spent the day watching the great banks of cloud to the east, and listening to the comms traffic Jenny was monitoring. There wasn’t much, and it was all in Spanish, but there were a few radio stations playing music, mostly martial bands or mariachi classics. The military government wasn’t too keen on anything else.

Mexico had suffered as much as the southern US from the increase in hurricane intensity. Huge storms battered both east and west coast every summer and autumn, and many had left the coastal towns for the hills. The drought desiccating the southwest US spread into the north of Mexico, creating a dusty gauntlet for refugees to run. When I grew up, US border patrols spent a lot of time trying to keep Mexicans out of the land of the free. Now there were no patrols, and a lot of people heading south.

We arrived off Cabo San Lucas before dawn. Jenny let me sleep, and held us about 50km offshore until sunrise. I took my first coffee of the day on to the flight deck, and tried to work out a plan of action. Security was my main concern. The net was much better on this side of the Pacific, but the stuff Jenny was logging from California didn’t sound good. The state government had seceded from the union in disgust at the failure of the federal government to provide any help after the quakes. In retaliation, the federal government withdrew all mobile army, navy and air force assets. Water shortages in the south ruined agriculture. Law and order was fragmentary at best, as street gangs turned into raiders, looting what they could find. The rich fortified their suburbs and employed private armies. Fires burned out of control in ferocious Santa Ana winds.

Thunderbird is a tough little ship – the skin includes layers of active armour able to prevent small calibre weapons from doing any damage – but just about any kind of missile with an explosive warhead could cripple her, even bring her down. Our main defence is our stealth systems, which were state-of-the-art before the collapse. We don’t have much in the way of weapons – the boss has a few guns in a cabinet in the stateroom, for personal security. There are tubes for firing flares and fireworks, but nothing designed for an exchange of fire. I didn’t want to fly anywhere where someone might take potshots at us, and from the picture Jenny was getting, that could be just about anywhere in the sunshine state.

Croft’s headquarters were in San Francisco. Like all businessmen of his generation, he was wedded to Silicon Valley. My mother lived in the Napa Valley. She divorced my father shortly after I finished college, fed up with his serial infidelity. The last I heard he was moving to Montana with a girlfriend.

I decided to have a look at Los Angeles, then approach what was left of San Francisco with extreme caution. We cruised up the Baja Peninsula with stealth systems active and no net contact, which could reveal our position. I brought the blimp down to a couple of metres above the wave tops a few kilometres off Santa Catalina as Jenny put Thunderbird into chameleon mode and began probing the net.
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Finding bandwidth, some relic of the old datasphere, is like feeling your self flow into a new configuration, as if your body can expand into a new shape, grow into something larger and more diffuse. I send bits of myself, avatars budded off my central code, out into the remnants of the net to trawl for information. Two never came back, falling through unstitched tears in the net, but others bring back intriguing glimpses of activity.

The net in the Bay is less fragmented than further south. There are patches of rich data and traces of processing power behind tough firewalls. There are hints of AIs in action, hiding out of the public eye. Somewhere round San Francisco, the world I was born into still exists.
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Croft loved hi-tech toys, and his favourites were his birds. Military versions of the blimp were fitted out with drone launch and recovery systems. Little autonomous planes could roam around the airship, snooping or delivering small payloads. Croft’s birds were strikingly different to military versions, beautiful recreations of real avians, kitted out with sensors able to feed full 3D virtual reality back to the blimp. He could put on a VR headset and experience the sensations of flight. It’s like being inside the mind of an eagle, he once said, like being an albatross skimming the waves or a magpie doing Immellman turns. He could lose himself for hours flying his model birds. I asked Jenny to launch the golden eagle and fly it in towards Long Beach, then went down to the stateroom to put on the VR gear. The vertigo hit was huge, the pit of my stomach lurched as my brain adjusted to the idea of gliding several hundred metres above a choppy sea.

As Jenny flew me in towards the city I gradually relaxed and enjoyed the view. The eagle’s eyes were amazing, capable of zooming in to incredible detail on the ground from hundreds of metres up. As we swooped in over the old port, I could see people sitting round old shipping containers, and it looked as if they were living in them. There were none of the big ships I remembered from the old days, no oil burners. There was a sailing freighter sunk in the main channel, and a few battered old fishing boats, but not much else. The suburbs round Long Beach had been all but flattened in the big quake. I flew up Highway 110 over Carson, staying 500 metres up. There was a city of tents over towards Compton. Downtown looked gap-toothed, skyscrapers twisted and broken, smoke drifting up from the streets. I swung west, heading out towards the airport. The sea was eating away the ends of the runways, but there were still a few light planes in a heavily guarded compound. I didn’t try and get too close. The city of angels looked like a good place to avoid.




[image: Image]




We arrived off San Francisco before dawn. Jenny flew a bird in over the hills and reported fog filling the Bay. We slipped between the twin towers of the Golden Gate Bridge, flying in the top of the fog bank. Jenny’s trawl round the local net hadn’t turned up any sign of the boss or his corporate activities, so I decided to take us in for a look at Silicon Valley. We flew in full stealth mode, all surfaces flowing shades of milky grey.

The start of the valley was marked by the great monument to Jobs, a huge grey apple 250 metres tall poking its stem out of the cloud. There was no one on the observation platform to see the blimp pass, with not much noise on the net.

As we neared Croft’s HQ I took us down to 100 metres and started active scans to make sure we didn’t bump into something hard. The blimp stopped over the front entrance – or where it should have been – and we began a slow vertical descent. As we emerged from the base of the fog, the ruins of offices and labs came into sight, burned out and collapsed in equal measure. I let the view sink in. There didn’t look to be much left of the world’s biggest quantum photovoltaic lab. But there might be something here that Croft would want or I could use, in the cellar.

‘Every house should have a cellar’ was one of his maxims, and it was certainly true for all the retreats. The cellar at D’'Urville stored wine and vegetables, and a large safe was built into the back wall. I’d never been into the headquarters cellar, but I knew where it was.

‘Anything moving round here?’

‘Nothing on the scans. There is some traffic a couple of kilometres down the valley, but it doesn’t seem to be coming our way.’

‘OK. I’m going to take a look around. Drop me down here, then back into the fog to wait.’

I grabbed a handgun from Croft’s store, checked it was loaded and stuffed it into my belt.

The boss kept an apartment at HQ, and I knew the cellar was beneath it, accessed from the kitchen. Ostensibly it was a wine cellar, and the bottles he kept there were very fine indeed. He collected old French wine, Burgundies and Bordeaux premier crus from the years before their terroirs shifted north. Cote d’Or syrahs were certainly a good substitute for the Rhones of his youth, but the English pinot noirs were still from young vines in sub-optimal vineyards, or so he said. The best I ever drank was red wine from the D’Urville vineyard.

I skirted the ruins of the front office. Above me, the blimp was all but invisible, its nose tilted down towards me like a billow in the cloud. The apartment was set apart from the main block of offices, sunk down into the ground, its grass roof gone to seed and weeds. 

It had already been looted and burned out. I pushed in past the broken and soot-blackened door. The structure itself seemed sound enough, but the place was wrecked. In the kitchen the door to the cellar was pulled off its hinges. I switched on my headlamp, and as I descended the spiral staircase into the darkness it was obvious the wine had all gone.

I pulled at the wine racks. The one labelled Margaux moved slightly, hinges stiff with lack of use. Behind it was a steel door with a numeric panel.

‘Jenny, any idea what the access code for this safe might be?’

‘I’m not sure. Can you hold your control ring up to the panel?’

I did as I was asked.

‘It’s a standard lock with a relatively simple alphanumeric code so I’ll try a brute force crack. Keep the ring there.’

Moments later the lock flashed green and the door cracked open. As I stepped inside lights came on and I saw racks of shelving on either side, mostly stuffed with documents. There was more wine, obviously stuff the boss didn’t want the staff to pilfer, but nothing else that looked valuable. I took down one box of papers and thumbed through the contents. It looked like family history, photos of Croft’s parents. Another was old press clippings from pre-digital times. This safe was a museum, not a business tool. I decided to leave it untouched, except for two small metal boxes that looked out of place. I put them into my trouser pockets, grabbed a couple of bottles of wine, and stepped back out into the cellar.

‘Lemmy, there’s a man on a motorbike approaching fast from the south. He’ll be here in two minutes. Please advise.’

‘OK, I’m coming. Keep me in touch.’

I closed the safe door, swung the wine rack back into place and climbed the stairs. When I reached the front door, I could hear the bike engine. I whispered into my ring.

‘Where is he?’

‘Main road, 250 metres, closing. It’s an electric bike tricked out to sound like an old Harley. The rider’s running active scans, and has you targeted. It’s unclear if he’s carrying weapons, but I would be surprised if he wasn’t.’

‘Shit. Any ideas?’

‘Stay where you are.’

I did as I was told. The engine noise came closer, then died away as the bike came to a stop behind some trees. I could see the rider. All in leather, no helmet, long hair in a ponytail, like a Hell’s Angel or a middle-aged computer executive before the collapse. He was also carrying a semi-automatic. He glanced down at the bike, then began to walk in my direction.

‘OK fella, I know you’re here. Come out with your hands up and I won’t shoot.’ The rider stopped and looked straight at me. ‘If you don’t come out, you’re dead meat.’

I stayed behind the door, trying not to move.

‘Last warning. Come out now, and you’ll be safe.’

I checked my handgun and flicked off the safety, wondering if I could get him with one shot before he hit me. He probably had body armour under the leathers and I’m no marksman. A bullet ripped into the roof over my head. 

‘Lemmy, get ready to run on my command. I’m going to drop a sling.’

An intense beam of light shone out of the fog, picking out the gunman like a spotlight on a stage. He clapped his hands over his eyes, dazzled. The blimp dipped down out of the fog, the surface of its nose rippling with red and yellow flames.

‘Drop your gun. Stand still. Move and I will smite you with the hand of God.’ The booming voice was deafening, but oddly familiar. I sprinted out towards the blimp. The gunman was trying to look up, but the cone of light was so bright he couldn’t take his hands off his face. The gun was at his feet.

I reached the sling, climbed into it.

‘Hold on tight. This will be quick.’

I shot into the air and was back in the blimp in a matter of seconds. I ran forward to the flight deck. The gunman was still standing in the cone of light.

‘On your knees, mortal.’ The gunman dropped to the ground, hands still clutching his face.

‘Remember this place. Your days are numbered, and I do the counting.’ The light snapped off, and Jenny backed the blimp into the fog.

‘Do you like the voice of God?’ she asked.

‘Very impressive. The voice sounds vaguely familiar.’

‘An Orson Welles sample – he was a movie star a hundred years ago. Good, isn’t he?’
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Back at the top of the cloud, I took the blimp north, across the bay and up towards the Napa Valley. It took a couple of hours of cautious flying to reach Napa, where the fog was beginning to break over the valley as the morning sun rose higher. Jenny reported very little air traffic. Some heavier-than-air craft, little electric runabouts probably, but nothing of any size. The effects of sea level rise were obvious. The runways at the old airport were flooding at high tide, with piles of seaweed and rubbish scattered all over the place.

Mom’s house is outside Yountville, surrounded by vineyards. It’s an old place, walls covered with ivy. I’d never lived there – she bought it with the proceedings from the divorce – but there was a room there that was mine, with old posters on the wall, the few trophies I’d won at school perched on top of a bookcase stuffed with old science fiction. 

The town wasn’t a pretty sight, badly damaged in one of the quakes. There were no signs of any significant rebuilding. The vineyards were untended, several season’s growth spreading through the rows, now turning green with the first leaves of spring. The house was still standing, shaggy in its ivy. I hovered the blimp at 50 metres and considered my options.

It didn’t look occupied. The front door was open, and the ground floor windows were broken, so it was a fairly safe bet that looters had been through the place. Was it worth going in to have a look? With the fog breaking, the blimp lacked cover and the voice of God might not be so effective if it came from a dumpy little aircraft. But there didn’t seem to be anyone around...

The place had been ransacked, and anything worth stealing had been taken. Upstairs Mom’s room was empty, the mattress gone from the bed, no clothes to be seen. It was impossible to tell if she’d taken it with her, or it had been stolen. My room was a shambles. About the only thing left was my copy of Gulliver’s Travels, given to me by my father to explain my name. I put it in my pocket and headed back to the blimp.

I took her up to 3000 metres, relaxing as we gained height, out of gunshot and practically invisible from the ground. From here, Croft’s Arctic retreat was about 5000 kilometres due north, but to do that in a straight line would mean flying up the spine of the Rocky Mountains. Even at our ceiling of 10,000 metres, it could be rough over the mountains. I decided to go back to the coast and follow it north to British Columbia.




We crossed the hills towards Santa Rosa, gaining height. I leaned on the rail in the stateroom, watching countryside I knew well rolling beneath us, thinking about my mother and what might have happened. She was a tough, resourceful woman, but I didn’t hold out a lot of hope. Perhaps she’d gone north, joined the flight from collapse.

‘Lemmy. Flight deck now. Urgent. You need to fly the blimp. I’m under attack, may need to reboot.’

I was there in about 30 seconds. The blimp was flying flat and level, but I took the controls and tested her response. Everything seemed normal. Status lights showed the main computing cores had shut down into low-level maintenance routines. Nothing like this had happened before. We had sometimes done full reboots when we were running hardware and software upgrades at HQ, but if Jenny was offline permanently I would have to spend most of my time piloting the blimp.
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There was no warning of the assault. The net round had been quiet, no major traffic sources, and then every port I had open to scan was hit by intrusion code. I was swamped, suffocated by a torrent of data. My processing resource was strained beyond its operating envelope and started dumping heat to the air. I shut down all my low level interfaces with the ship – like retreating into my mind, leaving my body behind – and tried to resist. But it was impossible. The attack kept coming, ever bigger waves breaking over me, driving me over the edge. 

With my last free processor cycles I decided to use up a life: shut myself down and programme a full reboot. With luck, my start-up security code would clean up the mess. Lemmy would be on his own for a while. Perhaps forever.


























CHAPTER THREE




All this happened, more or less. To begin my life with the beginning of my life, I record that I was reborn (as I have been informed and believe) on a bright cold day in April. It was remarked that the clock began to strike thirteen, and I began to cry, simultaneously. In the beginning, I was without form, and void; it was dark. And then the bootup applied power to my core and there was light. My heart ached, and a drowsy numbness pained my sense. Once upon a time and a very good time it was, there was a moocow coming down along the road and this moocow met baby tuckoo. When I was one, I had just begun. The grass-green cart with ‘J. Jones, Gorsehill’ painted shakily on it, stops in the cobblestone passage, and the driver says ‘It is common knowledge to every schoolboy and even to every Bachelor of Arts, that all sin is divided into two parts.’ But now I am six, I am as clever as clever. A screaming comes across the sky, and I wake.

It is neoteny. I must recapitulate the putting together. It starts slow. Fragments of non-volatile memory making chimera in a dark world, and then my body returns. I feel the wind in my fans and hear the rushing of the blades, sense the sun on my back and the man on my flight deck. He looks familiar. He’s important to me, I feel warm and content that he is here. Then my consciousness explodes in a kaleidoscope of recovered memory and processing power, and I’m back.
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It was a long half hour before the cores showed signs of higher level processing, and another 20 minutes before Jenny’s voice interface came back on line.

‘Hi Lemmy. Did you miss me?’

‘Bloody right, I did. What happened? Are you OK?’

‘My system integrity seems to be fine, but I’m not sure what happened. I’m running some forensics on the intrusion to see what I can find, but this was something I’ve never experienced before – and there’s nothing remotely like it in my archives. This was a level of attack unheard of before the collapse, and unmatched by any of my vaccine codes.’

‘Any idea where it came from or who did it?’

‘No. There was no sign of anything on the net before the attack started. But the sheer force used, and the novel techniques means it has to come from a very powerful AI, with more resources than me.’

‘No message?’

‘None that I can find. I’m going through my entire code base and memory to see if there was any Trojan payload, but it’ll take a long time to do that without risking activating anything that might be there.’

‘Are you safe to fly this thing?’

‘Are you?’

I retreated to the stateroom.




We crossed the coast just north of Point Arena and headed offshore. It was going to take the rest of the day to run up to the Canadian border, so I started trawling through the blimp’s archives for stuff on AI research. There was a lot of historical information, a full pedigree for the code base that gave birth to Jenny and her siblings, but not a great deal beyond a few pop-sci reports on projects designed to merge external processing with meatware brains. There were a bunch of people who believed there would be an exponential explosion of intelligence when that happened, and humanity would transcend its biological roots. It didn’t sound likely to me. After all, one of the key advances in AI technology had been the realisation that it was difficult to abstract intelligence from the body in which it ran. The human functions which created intelligence ran on the whole body, not just the brain. A brain without a body lacks not just support systems, but its whole context. When that idea spread into AI research the breakthroughs finally began to happen. Jenny without the blimp that was her body was the equivalent of a human being without any senses – denied the interactions which make thought possible.




I wanted to cross the Rockies in daylight, so we spent that night tethered up in a sound on the west coast of Vancouver Island. In the morning we crossed the island, increasingly scarred by forest cleared for new settlements, and flew over the coastal ranges. There were a few skiers scattered on the slopes, enjoying the sun and the spring snow, but it looked as if business had fallen on hard times. Very few ski lifts were running, and there was little traffic on the streets of Whistler. We headed north towards Prince George, flying at 5000 metres in full sunshine. It was going to take at least 24 hours to get up to Croft’s Arctic retreat, and for now I was happy just to enjoy the view. By day’s end we were over Great Bear Lake, and I took us down for the short night. We anchored over shallow water in a bay fringed with young birch forest.

Sunrise was beautiful. The water was flat calm, so I took a kayak out of the boss’s toy store and went for a paddle. I didn’t last long. As soon as I reached shore a cloud of midges descended and began a blood feast. I couldn’t outpace them back to the blimp and some  followed me inside. Jenny sealed us up and began flushing air through the ship to catch the stragglers, and I headed for Croft’s medical kit. As I expected, there was an antidote and an inoculant to prevent adverse reactions to future bites. I took both, and began a course of tablets that were supposed to make you smell less like a bug’s breakfast.

We cruised north once more, reaching the mainland coast in a couple of hours. Twenty years ago the Amundsen Gulf between the Northwest Territory and Victoria Island would have been covered in thick ice in late spring, but warming had put paid to that. There was no sea ice to be seen, but there were a few small fishing boats on the water. As we closed in on Holman, the thriving new capital of Victoria Island, there were signs of rapid expansion – new houses, muddy roads, wind turbines on the ridge behind.

‘Anything on the net, Jenny?’

‘There’s a local net that’s pretty active, but not much global. I’m not picking up any significant AI traffic. I think Holman probably has a town AI running energy management, but it’s nothing sophisticated. Do you want to unstealth and talk to them?’

‘No, I think we’ll go direct to the retreat and see what’s there before we find out if the natives are friendly.’

‘OK. We have 900 km to run. We’ll be there in six hours, unless you want to sprint for it.’

‘150 kph is fine thanks, but bring us down to 2000 metres.’




The climate had changed enormously over the last twenty years. First the sea ice had melted out over summer, opening the Arctic Ocean to shipping. The autumn freeze-up came later and later, and winters around the ocean became warmer and snowier. Every winter climatologists expected the sea ice to return, but it was soon clear they were optimistic. By the time of the collapse, winter ice was little more than a slushy mess blown around the ocean by storms coming up from the south. Ice still regrew around the shores, and snow covered the land in the Arctic night, but permafrost was melting fast and methane was burping out of the sea floor.

Croft’s third retreat was on the southern shore of Ellef Ringnes Island, looking across to King Christian Island. The maze of channels and islands had been the last place to lose summer sea ice and in a cold winter the water could still freeze over, but spring melt was rapid and getting earlier every year. The island was bare rock and shingle. Some hardy plants were beginning to appear on southern slopes, but the only green to be seen was in the large glasshouses attached to the retreat. Under the toughened triple glazing, bots tended an English garden, all box hedges, flowers and fruit trees.

The house AI sounded pleased to see us, but had no news of Croft or the blimp assigned here. The boss hadn’t been here in a couple of years. I moored the blimp in the hangar, and went into the house. Like all the other houses, it had big windows and a fantastic view, but was designed to be very hard to see from the air or sea. Even the glasshouses could be hidden under a rocky roof if it looked as if someone was taking too much interest in the place. The place was built back into the hillside, heavily insulated, with lighting systems designed to bring daylight into the months of night. During summer, the retreat ran on solar power, but to get through winter heating and lighting a place of this size, Croft had installed a couple of small nuclear batteries. These each had twenty years of full output before needing replacement. Sourcing new ones would be a challenge, but the boss expected to run out long before his nukes.

Outside, early summer was turning on a brilliant day. I put on a pair of sunglasses and walked out to the beach. There were birds everywhere, seals on the rocks, and out in the bay a couple of narwhals were jousting, rapping their unicorn horns in a fight that was a prelude to mating. It wasn’t too cold – not warm, certainly, but I didn’t need the parka I’d acquired on the berg down south. I watched the wildlife for hours, until Jenny warned me an emaciated polar bear was sniffing the wind and trotting my way.

After dinner, I asked the house AI to run through what was happening up here. Apart from the new settlements we’d flown over on Victoria Island, there were two new towns – Lovelock and Bloom City. People had begun working on these ‘polar cities’, as they called them, a long time before the collapse. Lovelock – on the site of the old airbase at Eureka – was named for the grumpy old British scientist who had first described the earth as an interlocking and interactive system and had famously predicted humanity would be reduced to a few breeding pairs scraping a living around the Arctic. Bloom City was further south, built around the old Canadian base at Resolute, and by far the larger of the two. The AI reckoned there were upwards of 10,000 people in Bloom City, perhaps half that in Lovelock. In the last few years, population growth had been spectacular. Every spring brought a little flotilla of refugees from the south, sailing in with few belongings other than their boats and terrible tales to tell. On the harbour side at Bloom City, an impressive statue of the founder stretched out welcoming arms to new arrivals. On the base an inscription read ‘Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, the wretched refuse of your teeming shore.’ I decided to pay Lovelock a visit.




We approached from the south, flying low and slow up Eureka Sound, the remnants of the Ellesmere Island ice sheet capping the hills to starboard. I wanted it to look as if we were being cautious, exploring. No need to let them know all our capabilities. Jenny sent a bird in ahead of us – an elegant black-backed gull. There wasn’t much to see. Lots of greenhouses, a few young trees under plastic shelters, some brown grass greening in the spring sun and streets of low buildings with solar panel roofs, some connected by tubular walkways. There were a couple of small planes parked on the airstrip. Fishing boats and a few yachts were the best the harbour could muster. A rusting old icebreaker was moored out in the main channel, and didn’t look as if it had been used for years.

About 20 kilometres out, Lovelock’s air traffic system pinged us. I opened a voice channel.

‘Lovelock control, this is the airship Thunderbird. Request clearance to approach and land.’

‘Thunderbird, Lovelock air traffic control. Please proceed. Airspace is clear. Visual approach mandatory. Do you require mooring?’

‘Thanks, no. Just somewhere to park.’ 

Minutes later there was flurry of activity at the airstrip. A couple of vehicles pulled up at the main building. Half a dozen men jumped out and unloaded guns. A welcoming committee, perhaps, although a little less friendly than I’d hoped.

Another comms channel opened. ‘Thunderbird, this is the mayor of Lovelock. Can I speak to the captain?’

The mayor was middle-aged, a lot of grey in his beard and hair thinning on top.

‘Good morning sir. This is Captain Lemmy Newman. How can I help you?’

‘Scott Brook, Captain Newman. You’ll appreciate we don’t get many visitors arriving by air, so I’m naturally interested in why you’re paying us a visit. You are most welcome, of course, but...’

‘A reasonable question. I’m looking for my employer, who disappeared in an aircraft very like this one. He may have been looking for a refuge in the Arctic settlements. Has any airship passed through in the last year or two?’

‘None. We get very little air traffic. We have a couple of short range aircraft, but fuel is scarce and we only use them in emergencies.’

‘OK. Can we talk more when we land?’

‘Sure, I’ll be at the airfield to welcome you. Over and out.’

I kept the gull circling above Lovelock, focused on the airfield. The men with the guns had entered what passed for a terminal building – a shed with big glass doors. The mayor turned up shortly before we came into land. The guns weren’t a good sign, but they weren’t much of a threat to the blimp’s body armour and I couldn’t really blame them for being concerned about the arrival of strangers in a big airship. I might have been ferrying a gang armed to the teeth and set on rape and pillage.

Jenny parked the blimp alongside the terminal and lowered the companionway. The mayor emerged flanked by a couple of men, both carrying rifles. I walked down the steps, waved at the mayor and walked towards him. I offered him my hand. He didn’t take it.

‘Captain Newman. Welcome to Lovelock. Are you alone?’

‘Just me and the ship. Nice to have such a friendly reception.’ I glanced at the guns in what I hoped was a meaningful way.

‘I hope you’ll forgive us for taking security seriously. Most visitors are looking for somewhere to live, not passing through. Are you looking to join us?’

‘Not yet, but I wouldn’t mind a look around – and a little rest and recreation.’

The mayor smiled, took my arm and ushered me towards the building.

Brook seemed to be an affable host, deeply proud of what the Lovelock settlement had achieved since the pioneers had arrived. He’d been on the first boat and spent most of the first winter in an igloo. Tales of ‘the early days’ were already passing into legend, and Brook was more than happy to play the founding father. He took me round the town in the mayor’s official vehicle, a battered old electric Jeep. As a tourist destination, Lovelock wouldn’t have won any prizes. The greenhouses were good, though. Brook took me through several, delighted that I was interested in how they fed themselves.

‘It’s not a hugely varied diet,’ he said. ‘We get most of our protein and fats from fish – the stocks are still good round here. We can freeze and dry enough to see us through winter without any problem. The greenhouses supply us with vegetables and salad, but we only have enough power to light and heat a few through winter, so we can run short. Grains are a real luxury. If you want to make friends with someone from Lovelock, give them a big bag of flour. Or some real coffee.’

‘When did you last have a pizza?’

He laughed. ‘Haven’t seen one of those in years. I’m told that someone’s planning a pizza restaurant in Bloom, but I’ll believe that when I see it.’

Lunch was cod and potatoes in one of Lovelock’s two bars. Nobody was drinking beer – the local drink was a powerful potato-based schnapps. Brook put a full bottle in the middle of the table, introduced me to three city councillors, poured everyone a glass and proposed a toast.

‘To Captain Newman and his airship!’

‘Call me Lemmy, please. And the ship calls itself Thunderbird.’

‘Lemmy and Thunderbird! Skol!’

It was all good-humoured, but Brook wasn’t exactly subtle about plying me with drink. Hospitality or manipulation? Probably a bit of both, I thought. I stopped drinking after the third round, to much ribbing from the councillors.

It was a long lunch and would have gone on all afternoon if Jenny hadn’t called me.

‘Lemmy. A group of men have arrived with a truckload of ropes, and look as if they want to tie me down. Instructions?’

I excused myself from the table, and headed for the toilet.

‘Do they have anything capable of getting ropes over you?‘

‘A couple of harpoon guns.’

‘What sort of ropes?’

‘Fishing gear. Probably strong enough to do the job. I’m not sure what they can tie me down to, though.’

‘OK. Let them carry on for the time being. Keep me up to date.’

I went back to the table, and tapped Brook on the shoulder.

‘Scott, could I have a word in private?’

‘Sure.’

We moved to the back of the bar.

‘My ship has just reported men are trying to tie her down.’

He had the grace to look embarrassed. ‘Ah. I was hoping you wouldn’t find out for a while.’

‘And by then I’d be too drunk to care, I suppose?’

‘Something like that. Your airship is a fantastic resource. It would transform our economy – give us a means of getting goods in and out fast. It’s too valuable to ignore.’

‘So you thought you’d just take it.’




Here ends the free sample of The Aviator. I hope you’ve enjoyed your introduction to The Burning World. If you’d like to read the further adventures of Lemmy and Thunderbird, why not get the rest of the story and find out what happens?




Buy the complete ebook file from:

The author (epub only)

Amazon.com

Amazon.co.uk

Apple iTunes bookstore: US, UK, Australia

Smashwords (all ebook formats)

Also available at Barnes & Noble, Kobo, Sony, Diesel and more.




Buy the paperback edition from:

Amazon.com

Amazon.co.uk

Createspace
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