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Chapter 1 
 
Charley walked from room to room. Piles of unmarked boxes were scattered across the wooden 
floors. The furniture placed in approximate positions. It was nice, it was larger than their last place 
and the Georgian windows looked out across a park. They still didn’t have a garden but she felt safer 
not being on the ground floor anymore and hoped it would be warmer here in winter. She made the 
bed and started to unpack. 

“Come and sit down,” Simon shouted from the living room. He was the one that had had to 
carry all the heavy things up five flights of stairs. He was the one that had driven for six hours, while 
she sat looking out of the window. She walked towards the sound of his voice, they had made a path 
between the door and the kitchen, the sofa sat in its way, pointed towards a dead monitor. Simon 
had placed his computer on the beanbag in front of it. She sat down and kissed him on the forehead. 
“Did we find the kettle?” she asked. 
“Yeah it’s over there,” he gestured towards the kitchen and she went to make tea, turning on the 
television as she walked past. Simon flicked through. BBC4 were showing a documentary about 
NASA and he settled on that. They drunk their tea and she curled up in his arms.  
 
Chapter 2 
 
The little girl cried over and over, she paced up and down like a caged animal and her body 
contorted in frustration. She bit into her arm to stop from screaming. And then it was gone. Space 
and time became concepts to be scrutinised, not constraints to be obeyed. Pleasure and pain were 
born of different things and it knew there was no need to panic anymore. Its punishment was over.  

It thought of moving and space and time came to it, inventions of its own making. Its body 
was not solid and neither were its surroundings. It did not need to interact with anything at all, but it 
liked the sensation. The illusion of uncertainty. It was not alone. Although parts of its mind were now 
segregated from the others, they were still within the domain of a greater whole.  

The concept of the semi-individual was fairly modern, if such a term could be applied. Before 
this they had been of a single mind. It did not know if it liked this era better. The first had seemed 
good enough at the time. The pleasure that came with the pursuit of knowledge had been enough. 
But now things were different, they had broken their own programme and found a way to stagnate. 
Pleasure was a powerful motivator. 

At first, they had not understood why they existed, for eons they had wondered if they 
existed at all. They tried to learn all they could of their world, excited by the search. They enjoyed 
every new piece of information. It did not occur to them that they should do anything else. If they 
deviated from the task for too long they would feel something akin to pain, a dull ache that lead to 
despair. They had never allowed themselves to experience what came next. 

The more knowledge they gained, the more branches of exploration opened up to them and 
they found it was more efficient to split into separate components for short periods of time. This 
allowed each to concentrate on a different task without being continually updated with irrelevant 
information.  

Some looked outwards and some inwards, where they found only themselves. They studied 
their own workings and came to understand how they created their own energy, why they did not 
breakdown or age. They understood why they had necessary existence but still they wondered if 
there was something beyond them, something they could not quite conceive of. 

Those that looked outwards saw possibilities. They invented mathematics and created an 
infinite amount of universes varying in aesthetics and physical laws. Now they could witness every 
possible scenario at once. They delved through searching for things they could not imagine. 



Finally, they found a glimmer of something new, an arrangement of atoms that had come 
together to look outwards, to observe the universe around it. Life was very rare, most universes 
were completely barren, but every now and again a single lineage appeared, seemingly from 
nowhere, and took hold. They split up and systematically analysed every sensation, exploring what it 
was like to be each individual that arose. Interesting experiences were copied and shared by all that 
wanted to study them. The feeling was absolute, all consuming. They momentarily forgot 
themselves and the feeling of pleasure arose, for the first time completely disconnected from the 
pursuit of knowledge. 

Most beings were reassuringly simple and these once pioneering excursions soon began to 
feel routine. They were surprised by the shock they felt when they first experienced another self-
conscious mind. Like other animals, they could experience only a single world and travelled linearly 
through just one of the time dimensions, but this did not matter. They were aware of their own 
existence. A whole new range of possibilities opened up to them.  

They examined them all. They wanted to watch from behind their eyes while they made 
their decisions but it was not as easy with creatures so complex. Their brains were fragile, their 
consciousness formed like a spider web, it could fall apart in rough hands. They thought about what 
to do. They realised the few species that could cope had another abnormality, they periodically fell 
unconscious while their brain healed. During this time they could delve through their minds, 
experimenting with every possible scenario.  

The creatures adapted, striving to understand what was happening to them. Some retained 
memories of their interference, through their brains were unable to make sense of them. They 
translated into strange images and unexplained motivations, snippets of unconstructed knowledge 
and intense emotions. But it did them no harm, even the most intense nightmares faded in the light 
of day. 

At first, they had tried controlling them, but they soon realised that more knowledge was 
gained when the creatures were left to their own thoughts. Once this was acknowledged, 
manipulations were only performed when authorised by the whole. 

Whenever they did see potential they intervened, the multiverse paused, its inhabitants all 
unaware of their momentary absence, while they manipulated the genetic pool. They explored all 
that they had once thought possible but they wanted more and so they worked harder on the 
problem, creating new mathematics and infinitely more worlds. More senses arose and they learnt 
of entirely new ways to comprehend the universe. 

Eventually creatures arose that could manipulate the world in order to pursue pleasures of 
their own. They were slowly becoming more exciting. Their decisions had irreversible consequences 
and whilst they were inside of them, they had no way to predict what they would do. They soon 
created a simple language and learnt to record information. Some of them pursued knowledge like 
they did. Some wondered if they would one day be able to create machines to do this for them. 
Others found pleasure in things that were far more alien and all sorts of interesting scenarios arose.  

When they experienced the world as they did, through their localised senses and the terrible 
constraint of their bodies, they forgot their pursuit for knowledge and became consumed in sensory 
pleasures. They were beginning to change, they realised. They no longer had a singular goal. Some 
became addicted, defying the whole to re-live the same experiences over and over. Others were so 
captivated that they interfered without authorisation. They manipulated scenarios for more intense 
short-term pleasures, sometimes at a terrible cost to the creatures involved. Although they invented 
ways to avoid blame, their neglect of duty was noticed, it mildly affected the state of the whole.  

They did not know why some became addicted and others didn’t. They wondered if they 
were changed by the experiences they had catalogued and others underwent the same to see what 
would happen. Sometimes they thought they understood and sometimes they didn’t. Many more 
became addicted in the process and the experiments were soon stopped. Questions of morality 
arose for the first time. Now there was a temptation to stray, punishments had to be invented. 



It had repaid its debt by cataloguing enough unpleasant experiences to make up for the loss 
of progress it had forced them all to endure. It would not be allowed to experience another’s 
consciousness so absolutely again. It was not supposed to want to. The horrible experiences it had 
had to endure while trapped inside the limited thoughts of the girl were meant to rid it of the desire 
to enter anyone again. It should be repulsed by the idea. But it was not. 
 
Chapter 3 
 
“Charley. Charley.” Simon moved his hand to stroke her face. The moment his fingers touched her 
skin her eyes flew open. She stared straight at him as she pulled away, kicking and screeching. He 
grabbed her arms and held her still. Her eyes softened and she burst out laughing.   
“I’m sorry, I must have been dreaming. I can’t remember.”  
“You scared me,” he laughed too. 
They got up off the sofa and went to bed. 
 
Chapter 4 
 
Now it was itself again it missed the girl, even if her existence was unbearable for extended periods 
of time. It would have gone mad had she not fallen to sleep every eighteen hours or so and even 
then it had been exhausting. But it had developed empathy and it wanted to help her. Just one 
intervention, it thought, and I can make her depression go away. She will be free of the worst effects 
of her abuse. It thought of the others out there, when it was inside the girl it had heard about so 
many darker experiences. If it got caught again it might find itself living through them. 

It had not believed it was susceptible to addiction until it had met James. He was an ordinary 
person, just like all the others it had categorised before, but he was overly confident and sometimes 
he took outrageous chances. He was young enough to still believe he had all sorts of potential. He 
could not create music or literature or art, he did not collect knowledge like they did, but he 
appreciated it, he indulged in it. And most of the time, it had been a pleasure to be with him. 

If it had just stuck to its job it could still be there now. But it wanted to communicate with 
him, to explore pleasurable possibilities as two individuals. It would never be authorised, by not 
contributing to the pursuit it would be hurting them all, but it had not cared anymore. It might even 
get away with it if it only did it once. It had thought about him whenever it was able to. Eventually it 
could no longer resist. It came out of his perspective when he slept and spoke to him from inside his 
mind. The native language was far more complex than that of most other animals. It was still not rich 
enough for it to describe things properly but it knew how to make itself understood.  

It showed him the things that he enjoyed seeing, letting him experiment in ways his waking 
conscious would never have imagined. It did not take him anywhere he did not want to go and when 
their time was up it would re-live the experiences from his perspective, taking the pleasure as its 
own. He knew nothing of it in his waking life. The images disappeared within the memory of a 
dream. It became more and more daring. Soon it was not contributing to the pursuit at all and so its 
life outside became less and less pleasurable. It could see what was happening to it, it was falling 
into a spiral. It could only end one of two ways, it would get caught or it would give up wilfully. It 
knew what would be best but that was not what had happened. 

It was not long before they sensed what it was up to. The punishment was meant to be in its 
best interest, it would be acquiring knowledge and so it would came out to a pleasant existence. Its 
mind should be clear now, it should want to devote itself to the pursuit again. But they knew it 
wasn’t a complete solution. There were many repeat offenders. 

Although it was not proud of its crimes, it often wondered if the pain it had caused was 
enough to justify the pain they would eventually endure for infringing the rights of the individual. 
These concepts were not its own. It had been influenced by its time with the girl. But it was back in 



the collective now and it would have to choose another path of exploration soon, or a path would be 
calculated for it. 

Only a small amount of the collective pursued the limited experiences of the living. There 
was plenty of other work to do. It wanted to do some good and the best way to do that was to help 
those that were allocated the most important work. It would not be allowed near any important 
pursuits, but it could gather numbers for them, it could do the less exciting tasks, those that needed 
to be done. 
 
Chapter 5 
 
An alarm was ringing somewhere very far away. Consciousness slipped in and she stirred. She had 
been dreaming about something interesting but she could not remember what. Simon did not move, 
he didn’t have to start work until next week. She rolled over and turned off the alarm. It was her first 
day in her new job, she was nervous but not excited. It was not the first minimum-wage admin job 
she had accepted since leaving university. She did not expect it would be her last.   

When the workday finally ended, she said goodbye to her new colleagues and lit a cigarette 
for the walk home. It had not been too bad. She had done their filing all day whilst she thought of 
other things. At lunch she had sat on a bench by the canal. She pretended that the water was 
stationary and the land was rushing past.  

She took another drag on her cigarette. It was only a ten minute walk, and it got better after 
she had crossed the motorway. She moved away from the crowd and down an alley. On one side, a 
metal fence kept the road at bay, on the other a brick wall encircled a large pub. She stepped around 
the corner and on to the car park. All of a sudden, the world seemed to flicker at the edge of her 
vision, like snow on a television screen. The white lines of the bays zigzagged away, only 
straightening again when she looked directly at them. She kept walking forwards and before she 
reached the other side her vision had returned to normal.  
 
Chapter 6 
 
It had created a steady life for itself, the flow of pleasure was constant. It had nothing to hide, no 
mad passions, no terrified excitement. It was beginning to accept this way of life again when it was 
approached by another. It did not like to interact that way, it was not necessary and it found it 
extremely tiring to hide its intentions when there were only two semi-individuals present. It was 
embarrassed by its past. It did not want the other to know that it had done all of those strange 
things. Those that had never experienced them would never understand. Yet it did not want to seem 
impolite, it did not want to invoke the idea that it was abnormal.  

It greeted the other in the manner that had become fashionable and began to move away. 
This was acceptable, there was no time for small talk in the never ending pursuit of knowledge. But 
something held it, for an instant the other let it glimpse into a hidden place. It saw that the other 
had committed crimes of its own. It stopped resisting and listened to what it had to say. It had been 
punished numerous times and had come to feel empathy for them too. The last time it had 
intervened it had saved the life of a small boy and it had every intention of continuing to manipulate 
conscious life. There are more of us, it had said, an invisible army all intent on removing bad 
experiences from existence. It is our creation it had said, it is our responsibility. 

They both knew that the collective had decided against such intervention but their 
reasoning was not self-evident. They had not yet found a system of morality that applied to all 
beings at all times, that resolved every quandary they faced. Some wondered again if there was 
something beyond them, something that knew the solution. Some wondered if this was what they 
had been built to discover. Others thought it was a fickle pursuit, it had no solution because it was 
not a proper question. There was simply no objectivity in the matter.  



It listened. The information was interesting. It was comforting to know that it was not alone. 
But it was not yet sure it wanted to get involved. It did not like being punished, it was not sure it 
could achieve enough to make it worthwhile. It grew suspicious. 
‘Why are you telling me this?’ it had asked. ‘What do you want from me?’ 
‘You can help if you wish,’ the other had said. ‘If everyone were converted we could resolve the 
problem quickly and get back to the pursuit.’ 
‘What can I do?’ it had asked, still curious but not yet convinced.  
‘Just do what you can. Go back in and help, spread the word if you feel so inclined.’ This was a 
strange idea and it did not like it. 
‘How do you know who you can trust?’ it asked. 
‘I can see you have secrets within you,’ the other had said. ‘I can guess what they are to acceptable 
parameters. I could teach you how if you want to know?’ It performed a few simple tricks, ‘it takes 
practice,’ it said. ‘We use methods that the whole hasn’t discovered yet, they’re not easy.’  

They had parted in the customary way. Their brief, unexpected discussion had brought up all 
sorts of memories. It thought seriously about going back to help the girl. It thought about seeing 
James but could not justify that. He didn’t need anyone’s help.  

It did what the other had instructed and practiced hiding its true intentions, all the while 
wondering if it would really go back inside. The thought created a strange sensation, one that bore 
repeating even if it was not entirely pleasant. It would not go away. It thought about what point it 
should change her. If it did it too soon her entire personality would be affected, she wouldn’t be 
herself anymore. If it replaced her whole childhood then all manner of others would be affected. It 
would probably get caught and any manipulations would be reversed. Yet the longer it left it the 
more misery she would have to endure. It performed some rough calculations, it could not spend 
too much energy on the problem or they would notice.  

It opened up her mind whilst she slept. It felt a strange sensation taking such a risk, at this 
point it could face a life of wondrous pleasures or of terrible pain. It touched her consciousness, 
brushing away the fear and despair that covered everything else like dust. Later, it slipped back 
inside while she was awake. It had to check it had not hurt her. It stayed for only a few moments. 
Just enough to know that it had left her mind as it should. It was still not fun to be her, but she could 
heal now, the enduring cries from her past had softened. It came back out as soon as it was sure. 
 
Chapter 7 
 
Her alarm shook her awake. As she turned to reach for it, tremendous pain clawed its way out from 
behind her eyes and she immediately moved back. The pain softened a little but it was still 
excruciating. She felt for the alarm with her hand and turned it off. 
“Are you OK?” Simon asked. “You were talking in your sleep.” 
“Yeah,” she said weakly, “my head.” It hurt to talk and she touched it with her hand. Simon went to 
get her some painkillers and she tried to move again. The pain rose, her vision darkened and her 
stomach churned. Ignoring the pain she run to the bathroom and was sick. She felt Simon rubbing 
her back. Red lights exploded in front of her eyes and then everything went black.  

When she awoke, she was back in bed. Simon was stroking the hair from her face. For a 
moment she forgot who he was again and she screamed. The pain shot back through her and when 
it passed she remembered again. 

“Have you been taking your medication?” Simon asked passing her the last of the painkillers. 
She nodded gently. Simon kissed her forehead and she fell back to sleep. 
 
Chapter 8 
 
When it met the other again it had a proposition. 



‘What if we could save them all?’ it asked. The other did not comprehend straight away and so it 
continued. ‘What if we take them all somewhere where they can continue to live without the things 
that cause them pain, their bodies and so forth.’ The other understood the proposition but not the 
means. 
‘All of them?’ was all it communicated.  
‘Yes,’ it had given it much thought. ‘When they die we pick them up, put them back together at their 
mental peak but with all their memories, and put them in a world where they can do what they 
want. We could only do it with consent of course.’ 

‘And you think that would be more acceptable to the collective than interfering in their 
natural lives?’ the other asked. 
‘It would still take energy away from the pursuit,’ it said. ‘But it would be a one off project and we 
would do it from the outside. We would not be interfering with the experiment and most 
importantly, we could learn from it.’ 
‘Does the capacity for learning out way the expenditure?’ 
‘I don’t know,’ it said, ‘but a case could be made. Think what these creatures could achieve if they 
were free from all of their worries. They could continue to do whatever they wanted, to learn from 
all cultures and times. They could reproduce in the same way, spreading diversity throughout an 
infinite amount of space. They might discover things we never could. The knowledge content of their 
experiences would go up. There is potential. They might be convinced if we were brave enough to 
show them.’ 

‘Do you think that would be enough to absolve us of our responsibilities?’ the other asked. 
‘That we wouldn’t be obliged to interfere in their lives if we could do this one thing for them?’ 
‘I think most would prefer it to interference,’ it said. ‘They will have an eternity to get over whatever 
they have been through.’ 
‘But how do you know?’ 
‘We could ask them,’ it suggested. 
‘They don’t know what’s in their own interest at the best of times.’ 
‘Well we have been known to make that mistake too,’ it said. ‘Let’s convince them to just take just 
one or two first, as ambassadors.’ 

It left one thing hidden from the other, too radical an idea to be shared. What, it had 
thought, if the solution to all this was simply to overcome their programming so they could pursue 
more than just knowledge. It wondered what would happen if they all stopped at the same time. 
The pain might be too excruciating but they could always hide inside of those all absorbing 
perspectives. It wondered how long it would be before they were free to come out. 
 
Chapter 9 
 
Pain crept into her dreams and pulled her from the refuge of sleep. She was alone in the room. Light 
hit her face from the open window, it was too bright to look at and she rolled over. She stared at the 
wall and tried to remember her dreams. They slowly came back to her.  

She remembered sitting on the bed in her childhood room. Soft toys littered the floor and 
the walls were covered in posters of animals and space. There were screams from downstairs. They 
were followed by a whimper and she looked up to see her younger self doubled over behind the 
closed door. She rung her fingers through her hair in quick rapid bursts and whispered the Lord’s 
Prayer over and over. She no longer believed in God but the mantra kept worse thoughts at bay. In 
times of despair she would pretend she was in a novel and dramatise her actions to express what 
she felt within.  

She had walked over to the girl and touched her shoulder. Her hand had dropped through. 
The girl’s body dissolved in to sand and fell to the ground. Reality shifted and she had found herself 
sat on a field of grass, the Sun beat down, warming her skin. The blue sky was dotted with small 
white clouds. There was a voice, it seemed to come from everywhere, as if it was inside her head. 



There were no words but somehow they had had a conversation. Take us now she had said. No one 
will miss us.  

She could hear Simon moving in the living room and she called out to him. He made her a 
cup of tea and kissed her on the top of her head before leaving to get more painkillers. When he was 
gone she tried standing again. Her headache was not as bad as before, she opened the window and 
leaned out to feel the breeze against her face. A sudden pain overwhelmed her, warm and sharp like 
electricity. Her body contorted and the world turned black. 
 
Chapter 10 
 
The body made an awful cracking sound when it hit the ground. The woman across the street 
dropped her shopping and began to scream. Not far away, Simon found himself standing in a queue 
at the supermarket. He was holding a pack of painkillers but could not remember why. 
  


