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The key to it all

   
      
      Prologue

      
      The Argus, September 10th
      

      
      Editorial

      
      
         
         Three years on – still no answers

         
         The ability of humankind to emerge from calamity into better times has manifested again and again through out our history.
            The plague-ridden and religiously extreme Middle Ages birthed the Rennaissance, the opening of the world by sail, and the
            Enlightenment’s bright lights of science. Last century’s appalling World Wars with their unprecedented casualties spurred
            discoveries which have yielded extraordinary peacetime benefits: penicillin, rockets, and jet travel. It remains, however,
            difficult to imagine what reward could come from the dark event that occurred three years ago today, the repercussions of
            which continue to be felt by each of us, in every corner of our globe.
         

         
         On that Wednesday – commonly known as ‘Grey Wednesday’ in the West, ‘Black Wednesday’ in Russia, and the deceptively innocuous
            ‘Day of Change’ in the People’s Republic of China – few of us could have predicted how different our world would be today,
            three years on. None of us could have been expected to; no single event has so definitively tied psychological harm to economic
            depression and technological failure. The hallmarks of disaster, though, were instantly apparent: at just after 10:00 GMT
            the Earth’s poles switched, and two hundred and sixteen passenger jets either collided or simply fell from the skies with
            their navigation systems fatally flummoxed; no one knows how many smaller aircraft also fell, but estimates range between
            seven and sixteen thousand. Almost all post-Cold War satellites met a similar fate, with their onboard computing systems instantly
            and simultaneously failing, plunging global telecommunications into a new age of darkness from which we have only barely begun
            to recover. Few civilian organisations – indeed, few governments – have been able to afford to launch new satellites because
            of the economic despair that now seems so deeply entrenched that many are regarding it as the new status quo.
         

         
         The state of the world’s economy is unsettling. Unemployment here remains at 21%; in the UK, the USA and Germany, it is closer
            to 25%. Japan, which was still recovering from nuclear disaster when Grey Wednesday occurred, is worse still with unemployment
            at around 30% and rising. It is not possible to know what is occurring everywhere: countries including Saudi Arabia, Pakistan,
            and Serbia have sealed their borders. But in those nations still attempting to participate in world trade, it is not just
            their blue-collar industries that have been decimated by depression and suicide: all sectors of all industries were hit hard
            by Grey Wednesday. The lack of a reliable workforce in the mining sector has resulted in coal shortages and power outages.
            Oil companies have suffered similarly, resulting in a rapid escalation of the prices of crude oil and refined fuels like gasoline
            and diesel. Most manufacturing industries have reported significant downturns as a result of erratic supplies of material,
            power and workers. Crop and livestock industries are, if anything, even worse off; the rice, tea, coffee, cocoa and rubber
            industries have all shrunk enormously in scale, and the resultant explosion in commodities prices has escalated inflation
            in countries too numerous to mention.
         

         
         Perhaps the most startling devolution has occurred in the communications and computing sectors. Satellite and power failures
            have brought down many giants, and the list of casualties is long: Nokia, Google, Verizon, Singtel, Vodafone, Intel, Samsung
            and Iridium are just a few. Apple Inc. has been in the hands of administrators for nearly twelve months. News Corporation and Time Warner
            have diverted resources away from their broadcasting arms and back to newspapers and magazines. The comparative handful of
            telephone carriers that has survived is scrambling to shift focus back to old copper networks.
         

         
         The challenges to national economies have been worsened by changes in weather patterns over the last thirty-six months. Rainfall
            patterns have changed on all continents and average temperatures have swung by up to four degrees Celsius: summer heats are
            rising, and the last three winters in the Northern Hemisphere have been the coldest on record. Climatologists speculate the
            cause for this was the switching of the poles, but detailed research may take decades to conduct and unravel. Some people
            are not prepared to wait that long: in Turkey two years ago, and in South Korea last month, members of religious sects committed
            suicide on a massive scale – some four thousand lives in total – purportedly with a view to eliminating the ghosts. Death
            on a smaller, more murderous scale occurred in January when four men and a woman drove a bus packed with explosives through
            the main gate of the Large Hadron Collider near Geneva: the explosion killed them and twenty-three staff.
         

         
         Nothing, however, has ameliorated the situation Grey Wednesday has left us in. The federal Commission of Inquiry drags on,
            now under its second Commissioner and still with no tangible results. Government-funded and private policy institutes have
            made innumerable recommendations to help preserve liquidity and protect jobs, but none has made any inroads toward finding
            a solution. Our country is not alone; the rest of the world is just as baffled. Our guests that arrived on September 10th
            three years ago seem fixed to stay; the psychological impacts of their arrival may have to be judged by future generations.
            In the meantime, our economies run flat and our stomachs get emptier. The question remains: where is the silver lining? Where,
            in short, is the hope?
         

         
      

   
      
      ONE

      
      NOT MANY YEARS FROM NOW

      
      The man went to help her, and she let him.
      

      
      He held out his arm and the girl took it, feeling like a gentlewoman in one of those fancy old books, the sort who say, ‘upon
         my honour’ and ‘nonsense, my poor dear’. She smiled. She was so glad she’d taken the ride.
      

      
      ‘How are you?’ the man asked, walking slowly but not so slowly that she felt self-conscious about her own progress.

      
      ‘Fine.’

      
      ‘Is your room all right?’

      
      ‘It’s okay,’ she replied. ‘I like the Wii.’

      
      She tried to sound unimpressed, but this place was hella cool. Kind of super-stodge, but old houses were. Like, the home she’d
         left was old, but it was nothing like this; this place had electric sockets that worked, it had a kitchen bigger than a McDonald’s,
         her own room was huge and, yes, it had a fucking Wii. Awesome. She tried not to grin. She wished her cock of a stepfather
         could see her now. In fact …
      

      
      ‘When can I invite people over?’ she asked.

      
      The man shrugged. ‘Anytime.’

      
      The lights of the wide hallway reflected in the tall windows, and the falling drops outside were a dark, shimmery curtain.
         The girl thought, How lucky am I?
      

      
      They came to the top of a wide staircase and heading down she gripped the man’s arm tighter. He was thin, but strong. He looked
         a bit weird, but he was clean and polite and not interested in fuckery, she could tell; so much better than the dribbly, desperate
         boys at the home.
      

      
      ‘So,’ she said as they descended, one slow step at a time. ‘I can make some calls?’

      
      ‘Certainly.’

      
      ‘The phone doesn’t work.’

      
      ‘The downstairs phone?’ The man smiled. ‘It’s just decorative. We’ll find you your own phone.’

      
      The girl’s heart tripped. Her. Own. Phone.
      

      
      ‘So, you’re happy to be here?’ he asked.

      
      The girl hesitated. Now was the time to ask, Why me? What’s the catch? What do I have to do? But she didn’t want this spell
         to break; she didn’t want to go back.
      

      
      She stopped and gripped the handrail. ‘I can stay, can’t I?’

      
      The man frowned. ‘We hope so.’

      
      ‘For how long?’

      
      ‘The rest of your life, if you like.’

      
      The girl couldn’t help it. A smile broke on her face like sunshine from behind clouds. ‘Cool.’

      
      When they reached the bottom of the stairs, she noticed the large room before her was lit not by electric bulbs, but by candles.
         The old glass in the folding doors made the figures within appear wavy.
      

      
      ‘Are we eating in here tonight?’ the girl asked.

      
      ‘We’re late,’ the man replied, and opened one door.

      
      Something was wrong.

      
      There were four other people in the room. The girl recognised one of them, and stopped short, tasting sour hatred in her mouth.

      
      ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ she demanded, and turned to the man who’d escorted her down the stairs. ‘You said I could
         stay.’
      

      
      The man held her arm. ‘You will.’

      
      The girl noticed now that the large dining table had a cloth over it, lumped where it covered things … but there were no chairs.
         Someone began to blow out the candles, one by one.
      

      
      ‘You know what?’ the girl said, taking an awkward step backwards. ‘I’m not so hungry.’
      

      
      Another person lifted the cloth from the table, unveiling the ugly thing at the end, the straps, and the winking, shining
         metal.
      

      
      The girl’s breath caught. She whirled, but the man’s grip was strong.

      
      She screamed, and as more candles went out, the air became very cold.
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