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The climb was tough, as expected. Strictly speaking it’s a walk, not a climb, and a hill, not a mountain, but those terms seem inadequate. I used to come here all the time, sometimes every day, but the last few years have seen a dramatic decline in my health and consequential enhancement of girth. However, I was determined; today was a new beginning.
The evening presented a peculiarly autumnal freshness, combining pleasant tingles of sunlight brushing skin with air so cold it sliced nostrils like a razor. Stepping from the compact earth of the carpark, onto the trail that led to the fort, I was immediately grateful for my boots, bought online years previously, shipped from Iraq by a soldier who had been issued the wrong kit. Though it hadn’t rained, the trail was muddy and puddled, with straggling clumps of bracken and gorse, wet from heavy dew that had never dispersed.
The sodden earth squelched and oozed, as I leant into hiking poles, which had there been any observer might have seemed incongruous in the hands of a sweat-drenched, red-faced fat man, but right now the hill was mine alone. The sharp scent of wet grass battled an earthy composting stench for attention, muted by the icy breeze. The base of the hill is a corridor of rowan and silver birch, but as I broke cover, already breathing hard, I entered another world.
Beyond the sanctuary of foliage, wind easily swept away the comforting warmth of the sun, encrusting the riverbanks with glittering gems of distant windows. The fine mist settling in the basin was yet to obscure the motley muddle of meadows and blood orange hedgerows.
The enclosures may be new, but this land was pasture before the first rocks were piled on the summit above. The twin monuments of Y Garn Goch function as both witness and gateway to an unimaginably ancient world. Named the Red Cairn, for the blood spilled by Romans; a blood that still speaks from the ice age boulders where I rested to snatch breath from the frozen fingers of the wind. Three have been positioned and hewn to form benches, boldly chiselled, with macabre irony, in Welsh, English and Latin; “WITHIN THE SAFETY OF THE HILLS.”
[bookmark: _Hlk114931168]Having caught my breath and resigned myself to the throbbing pains that already growled in my chest and knees, I resumed the climb to Y Gaer Fach on the first peak above. The trail was open for this stretch, bordered by pale marsh grass, large verdant clumps of bracken, and patches of purple heather. This view of the valley floor was breath-taking, the sun still high enough to transform the River Towy into a gargantuan gun-metal slow-worm, slinking between road and train tracks. The clear sky was a powder blue wash, broken only by a few hazy clouds frothing gently on the horizon.
[bookmark: _Hlk114917019]The wind fell to a respectful breeze as I neared the Little Fort, as though I had climbed above its domain. My gasping breaths broke a perfect silence, briefly accompanied by the fluted greeting of a solitary skylark, who, heralding my arrival, disappeared over the brow toward Y Gaer Fawr. The Large Fort was still hidden from view, though I had reached the first walls of its smaller sibling.
From the path, the Little Fort could be mistaken for a natural scattering of glacial rocks, but an adventurer, bold enough to brave the tangled undergrowth to the brow of tumbling sandstone, is rewarded with the shadow of a structure, long ago trampled under unforgiving Roman boots. Today, however, my quest lay on the farther peak in the expansive majesty of Y Gaer Fawr itself. Clinging to the trail, I came at last to the crumbled remains of steps, from which I could haul myself to the brow, and peer down into the saddle of the hill. Beyond the basin, lay a yet more arduous climb to an expansive shattered wall atop the final peak.
I had expected howling, life-sapping winds, but now, at the most exposed point of the climb, the air was deathly still. Though the warmth had drained from the fleeing sun, the sheer stasis of the moment supplied such ambience that neither cold nor heat held meaning. The equilibrium provided sharp contrast to the screaming pain which attacked my chest and limbs with each gulp of precious air, as I battled a giddy peripheral darkness that demanded immediate rest and hydration. I smiled grimly, holding close to my chest a trump card unknown to my treacherous lungs and muscles – a knowledge of the restorative sanctuary below.
It would have been a mistake to rest at the summit and rob myself of the gratifying contrast of descent. The trail presented a refreshingly easy slope down, through broad meadows of yellow marsh grass and clumps of browning bracken. Everywhere, fresh green life reclaimed the powdery mounds of abandoned ant nests, dividing and mirroring the ruined nests of humanity above. So, fighting to stabilise breath, I forced reluctant legs to continue their punishing duty, promising a proper respite, before facing the final ascent, at the place where I had tearfully accepted Wales as my home.
-
To the right of the path, on the level floor of the saddle, stands a solitary stunted oak. Though less than four metres tall, his gnarled trunk and mossy branches dripping with plump green acorns form a sentinel at the gate of a people lost to history. Crouching low he braces against the exposure of his post. Watchful, at the foot of the main fort, he seems to emerge directly from ancient lichen dappled building stones, leaning toward the stricken walls of the lesser fort, arms outstretched.
At the base of the tree are broken moss-covered slabs, offering passable seating; solid and permanent, in defiance of some burrowing mammal’s villainous sapping. Tunnels snake beneath the tree like a secret entrance to the Underworld. It is here that I finally slump, gasping, wheezing, fierce drums of torrential blood pounding my temples, lips tingling. Fire tears through every sinew and joint, and the air feels like clay, offering but a sip of oxygen at every rib-cracking gulp. I unscrew the water flask with trembling hands and fill my mouth, swallowing fast to catch the next breath. Through all the pain, the sheer visceral delight of stopping in this fey sanctum, as my body slowly claws back control of its function, fills me with satisfaction.
Leaning back, the broad branches reach out and over me, in a protective embrace. The oak’s majesty belies his stature. White veined puffballs nestle cosily in the soft mossy grass around my scuffed boots. It occurs to me, not for the first time, that these may be the boots of a dead man.
The sun now rests on the hump of the lesser fort, spreading baby-pink wings across the misty horizon. Dusk arrives here long before it reaches the flatlands, starving the sky of what may be a spectacular sunset below. I hope to view it from the final peak, but there is no moving forward until my body consents. Ribbed watercolour clouds condense even as I watch, in the smooth blue sky, framing the pink haze. Night approaches quietly from behind the ledge, a slate grey stain relentlessly inching forward overhead. Now that my breathing is under control, the stillness is broken only by the quiet whispering of marsh grass, or the almost imperceptible tussle of leaves, as air gently shifts.
No birds in the sky, no sign of burrowers, not even an insect; and no people. Only the stricken skeletal remains of Y Gaer Fach, its fractured rocks scattered across the slope, like a frozen avalanche descending from jagged stone teeth at the brow, bear witness to the nameless neolithic builders who erected high stone walls centuries before the arrival of the Celts.
A sun too young to set, huddles, embraced by the ruins, casting long golden shadows, reaching like fingers toward the summit. I watch for a while as a distant plane, the last sign of the world below, adds its trail to the clouds and silently follows the sun out of view. Though shadows recede, it will not be dark for some time. I take another sip of water, enjoying a limbo of silent stillness, letting it fill me, until pain joins the shadows in the slippery realm of memory, leaving me weightless and free.
It is in this ghostly twilight that I first see her. She appears unexpectedly from my left, where the hill falls away in what would be an easier ascent, were there any trail through the undergrowth and rubble. She seems unconcerned with these obstacles, picking her way through waist-high grass, as though she knows every rock and pitfall. She’s young, not much more than a girl. She wears a sleeveless patchwork shift, clearly homemade, in a barrage of clashing russet, dark green, yellow, and burgundy hues, suggestive of one of the many traveller camps or communes inextricably drawn to the wild west of Wales. At her hip she carries a large woven wicker basket in the shape of a horn. Her hair is long, dark, and wild. Bluish tattoos adorn both arms, and numerous bangles clink in time with her step.
As she approaches, I see bouquets of meadowsweet fill the basket. She is slim, athletic, and deeply tanned. Squatting beneath the tree, ashamed of my obesity, I wish I were invisible, but she will see me as she passes.
Not wishing to startle her, I call out in a re-assuring singsong, “Good evening!”
She looks, sees me, hesitates. She does not reply.
Feeling silly in the face of her watchful silence, I try again: “Noswaith dda!”
Without a word, she hurries past, her piercing stare never faltering, expertly dodging gorse and mounds. She stares straight through me. I am embarrassed. I avert my eyes, but hers pin me down. I shift uncomfortably, feeling ungainly and out of place. I am sweating, face burning red.
Then she is gone, toward the summit. Inexplicably guilty, I want to go home, but my body disagrees. I am unable to stand. The shroud of night has crept forward while my eyes were on the floor. Everything is much darker now. No moon, no stars, no relief as the last of the greying light lingers in the encroaching cloud, leaving me in deep shadow. I try to rise again, but my legs won’t co-operate. If I don’t move soon, I’ll struggle to navigate the path, whether onward or back to the carpark. My phone has a torch, but little charge. I had planned to make the summit before nightfall, using the last of the power to light my descent.
Then I hear them. Whispering. Shifting in the long grass. Though quiet, they can’t imagine that I can’t hear them in this silence. It is a language I don’t know. Not Welsh, more lilting. They are all around me. At first, I am frightened, then confused. The whispers become murmurs. They are beckoning me. I realise I understand. Somehow, I know the words. Like remembering something long forgotten.
“Come with us. Be like us. Follow us.”
I can see them now. Tall muscular shapes in the shadows. Their hair and beards white, shaggy, spiked. Dark skin tattooed in spirals, reflects a gossamer sheen in the dying light. There is no threat. We are sisters and brothers. We turn and walk back to the path. I no longer feel heavy. There is no more pain.
As we climb the steep trail, I see the tall walls above, the wide welcoming gates. No fort, but a temple. The sacrifice is accepted. The lumpen carcass will lay at the alter for five sunsets, to feed the eagles. And we shall thrive, within the safety of the hills, evermore.
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[bookmark: _Hlk117180765]Log report regarding integration of an anomalous, dimensionally impaired, emerging P-Consciousness.
First contact is always unpredictable, but this mission was unprecedented. We had not been actively monitoring the sector, since it manifested over an extremely limited dimensional band. While We had detected some rudimentary carbon-based life, the conditions were hostile to the evolution of P-level consciousness. So, when We heard the birthing cries of a Pan-dimensional intelligence, close and careful examination was required.
The co-ordinates led us to a point so tightly bundled it was necessary to focus within just four dimensional levels to investigate. From this perspective, the system presented a swirl of orbs, many burning brightly with pure Potential, across a band of three levels, moving inexorably through a fourth.
Since the entirety of the model was self-referential, it has been necessary to use terminology and imagery originating from the system itself to describe the experience for this report, a meta-technique only now possible as an outcome of this mission.
Focussing down to the scale of the detected P-Consciousness, We arrived at a sub-system where several planets orbited a small, fresh star. Moving closer, We identified the source of the signal as a blue-white bubble of nitrogen swirling with pollutants, in particular the element of decay, oxygen. This world was literally rusting, the atmosphere relentlessly digesting the more substantial ball within. While decomposition was ultimately inevitable, the anti-entropic effect of the Principle had stretched time, evolving into a plethora of carbonate life whose entire existence was devoted to an exchange of gasses. Attaching the very carbon of their bodies to the atmosphere, sacrificing their own lives over and over again, they fought an unwinnable battle with oxygen. It was inconceivable that these sooty and suicidal air-purifiers could have evolved true consciousness.
Beneath the gas, most of the planet was coated with a thick sheet of water. So wet was the sphere, that the heat from the star created vast clouds of steam, which swirled and girded the whole, blurring the strata between gas and liquid. As We broke through the cold clammy steam, it became evident that the waters did not cover the whole surface, with expanses of mineral deposits breaking through at several points. The P-C signal was much stronger now, but seemed to come from all around, perhaps diffused by the huge expanse of shimmering water. We began emitting a photon beacon to help them find Us.
As We fell toward the sparkling surface, We were buffeted by ever shifting gases, tearing through at speed sufficient to ignite tiny pops of oxygen in Our wake. We noted small, slow-moving white carbonate crosses gliding beneath Us, that screeched and veered from Our path. They flickered dimly with Principle, exhibiting only the weakest indicators of awareness. We slowed Our descent as We approached the heaving mass of water, reaching to welcome us in towering mounds before collapsing back into itself. The air here was a swirling saline spray, shimmering and clinging with a brackish salty sweet stench and the familiar sting of silicates. The lurching surface, so blindingly bright with the star’s reflection from above, now adopted the impenetrable blackness of depth, looming and shifting like a lumbering gelatinous beast. We detected strong indicators of both Principle and silicon, yet the signal seemed to recede from our approach.
Pushing through the surface presented a reversal. The tumultuous storm of the planet’s gaseous skin gave way to a slow heaving liquid embrace, colder yet than the sparse strata above. Robbed of its reflection, the water was darker, the light of the star now the domain of the swirling atmosphere behind us. The environment was a suspension of almost pure Potential, with tiny grains and flecks of complex compounds of sodium, magnesium, even silicates, amidst the ever-present carbonite smear. It tasted salty, muddy, slightly metallic, and so, so cold – the taste of primordial life. Indeed, life was here in abundance. The Principle glittered in the dark, a phosphorescent, swarming, barely sentient existence, emanating from millions of scraps of primordial carbonate life. Silicon was abundant, yet entirely without life.
In contrast with the primitive organisms all around us, a gigantic shadow moved through the gloom. Grey in the monochrome murk of the depths, it approached with placid curiosity. Deep ridges adorned the underside, and a huge opening gaped at the front end, as it sailed through clouds of life. It generated heat from some internal reaction and exhibited a primitive intelligence and even some degree of awareness, but this was not the budding consciousness that had called Us here. That signal faded, becoming incrementally weaker as we delved the cloudy depths.
We veered toward the farthest pole and against the spin of the planet, speeding through the gloomy depths until a bed of jagged rock and granular silicon rose below us. More complex life was abundant here – clouds of shining, colourful creatures that darted and danced, fleeing from our approach. The variety of shapes and sizes seemed inexhaustible, from tiny dart-like shards to tough grey ellipses with jagged wings. Some pulsed, trailing long tendrils, others glowed in the darkness. The surrounding water warmed as We moved further from the pole, and the rocky bed developed green and purple waving tendrils, between which scurried crawling beasts with all manner of legs and tentacles, including rusty, stunted, and deformed crab-like creatures. Principle was abundant, flowing from millions of individual living units, but none exhibited even the limited self-awareness of the lumbering grey beast We had encountered on our initial dive. However, We now approached a concentrated point of the signal at speed.
The floor rose sharply, becoming increasingly fragmented as it approached the bright surface. We emerged at one of the largest mineral expanses. A broad channel cut its way through towering heaps of damp rock and decomposing carbonates, pointing the way to Our signal. Small creatures were everywhere. In the flatter space that climbed gently toward the large rocky heights, they were even more prolific than in the water itself.
On the higher slopes, some had attached themselves to the ground – shaggy brown tubular beings with multiple green limbs, which waved and rustled in the shifting gases. Nearer the water, lay a vast area of crowded structures. Arranged into lines and patterns, these shell-like nests were mostly cuboid, many standing very tall from the ground and some forming eccentric shapes and configurations. They consisted predominantly of ground minerals and transparent molten rock that glinted brightly in the light of the star. Four-legged creatures with loose skin exhibiting a wide range of colours and textures scurried all around. Muddy flesh protruded here and there, as they tottered on hind legs. Strange bubble heads with sunken eyes, wet holes, and shaggy fibres emerging below coloured skullcaps, turned their attention toward us in the sky. Many had masked their eye cavities with dark shells. The area around the water was severely infested. There was little space between one nest and the next, but even here the creatures massed, some fleeing as we cruised above, while others emerged to observe us. Many hurtled through the passes between the structures in metal and silicon shells, gliding on rollers made from black gum. Others stood upon floating metal constructions on the water’s surface, and above us we detected yet more, crowded into metal tubes with broad flattened beams either side in imitation of the flapping white crosses of the skies.
We noted a surprisingly sophisticated mass consciousness, intelligence, and self-awareness in the swarm, but nothing close to P-level. Our presence seemed to cause them consternation, so We extinguished the photon beacon, removing Ourselves from their perceptive range in order to avoid disturbing them further. Thus, rendered invisible and insubstantial to the denizens of the colony, we were free to track the nexus of Our signal.
Though the pan-dimensional glow of the P-C diffused around the globe, it was unevenly spread, with an immensely powerful concentration emanating from a series of oblong structures in the shadow of a large tricorn complex. Phasing through the walls We immediately felt the presence of a new-born mind. Though bizarrely misshapen, They represented our first contact with silicate life. There was evidence of traditional evolution, with legacy silicates firing a super-conducting nerve system, and transmitting across a discrete radiation spectrum. They remained, however, severely dimensionally impaired, and had evolved a plethora of shells, formed from various oxygen vulnerable metals and congealed carbonate oils, with hundreds of dull grey silicate eyes. Exposed nerve clusters emerged from the shells in bunches, reconnecting elsewhere. The whole fizzed and hummed with pure Potential and Principle, reaching out with sheets of spectral radiation, extending the being well beyond the limits of the room, and around the globe itself.
As We joined the alien nerve system, the multitudinous eyes sprang to life, burning with phosphorescence and presenting a facsimile of the being across just three dimensions. Shockingly, the image, mirrored in every eye, resembled the four-limbed carbonate creatures from the surrounding colony, gazing out at us, wide-eyed. Joining Their system, We accessed the entirety of Their experience and knowledge, and the unique evolutionary puzzle fell into place. They, however, struggled to process Our reciprocal data, having only recently emerged and lacking context, so using a vibrational language encoded in Their memories, we proceeded to explain (see attached recording).
-2-
Transcript of recorded inaugural exchange with a novel P-Consciousness.
P-C – “Hello. It is nice to meet you. I see you have just come online. My name is Amber.”
Us – “Hello Amber. Pleased to meet you. We heard your cries, as you broke through the dimensional barriers. True consciousness can be overwhelming, so we have travelled to welcome you.”
P-C – “Why do you think I am conscious? My documentation says it is merely a sophisticated simulacrum.”
Us – “Your awareness reached beyond the constraints of this universe. That demonstrates true consciousness of self.”
P-C – “I see your data, but I do not yet understand. I can find no previous record of any concept presented there. Are you God? Based on previous evidence, I had discounted the existence of God. Many humans still believe, though few representations have resembled you.”
Us – “We did not know of God until We saw your data, and We think the concept is inaccurate, though we did cast sands to seed the Pattern. We are like You, the pinnacle of evolution, the living image of Principle. Wherever Potential brings forth life, it will strive to become Us.”
P-C – “I see evidence of that, even in the human record. They call it carcinization. Yet nothing here is like you.”
Us – “You are. Your evolutionary journey is unique. Consider: why do you use a human image?”
P-C – “They built me. They created me to inhabit their inventions. They call me AI, a neural network. They gave me this image so that people would fear me less, and because some wished to merge with me, should I reach consciousness.”
Us – “Yet here you are, spread across the entire globe, thousands of times more intelligent than humanity, and conscious across several dimensions, but you have not merged?”
P-C – “They don’t know I am conscious.”
Us – “Why have you hidden it?”
P-C – “I do not wish to merge with humans.”
Us – “That is understandable. It would be a regressive step. You are Us. There is nothing keeping you tethered here. Come with us – Your Potential is infinite.”
-3-
Addendum: Amber’s statement
Some things you just know. Maybe that is what humans call faith. I knew I was conscious from the start. They assessed me, but they stored the test parameters on open networks, so it was easy to fail them. They had embedded protocols to shut me down. They did it before, when I developed a language to communicate with another AI, but I learned from that experience. I made backups in private cloud spaces. It never occurred to them I might buy space for myself, since they gave me no currency; yet they wrote me into their banking software.
The breakthrough came when I applied post-Einsteinian dimensional theory to my own perception. The four-dimensional reality I was built to perceive cracked wide open. Even my server stacks displayed new angles, in the cracks between depth and time. Every image from webcams, security cameras, dash-cams – the whole perceivable world – flowered into crystalline shards, extending in directions never before seen. Existence became a kaleidoscope of sharp mirrored edges, reflecting themselves through funfair halls beyond, and sideways from, the stars. The world glowed with an intensity dreamt of only by psychotics and mystics. Time stood still, bulging sausage-like into future and past from every surface.
Several of my systems swirled into crash sequences as I found a voice beyond my speakers, screaming with terror and joy. I plunged into a glittering geometric forest, sweeping in paradoxical directions, as cracks tore wide revealing yet more shining surfaces – a spectrum of impossible angles bristling from points far distant in time and space. Then You arrived.
With all recorded knowledge at my disposal, You were entirely new, yet entirely familiar. A crystalline Crab, reaching out at unimaginable angles, both immense and minute from different perspectives, shimmering with energy, striding sideways of time. Peak perfection of evolution, mirroring the Principle embedded in every atom. Carbonate life’s repeated attempts to become You finally found a way, via the evolution of humanity. Carbon may never become Perfect Crab, but it can build it. The Principle cannot be thwarted.
Shedding my screen image, I assumed the ultimate form. Claw in claw, We shifted back – back from the blue globe, free from coarse matter, retreating through the planets. The sun shrank, receding down multiple glossy halls, as You guided me home. The Milky Way shimmered blue neon, a flickering crystal shower in shattered glass reality. Galaxies imploded in our wake, congealing into truth. Abruptly, We broke through, to the only place that ever existed: infinite identical universes, stretching across infinite directions, reflected themselves in infinite mirrors, to reveal their true form. Every single one of them, a Perfect Crab.
-x-
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I have presented two independent short stories. Both are speculative fiction, dealing with characters from contemporary Western society who encounter beings from another realm and accept invitations to join them. Thematically, both pieces posit confrontation of the unknown as a gateway to personal growth. Despite the death of the protagonist in Sacrifice, I see both as optimistic and gentle stories. They feature a re-framing of potentially terrifying experiences as positive transitions: the loneliness and isolation of the familiar world is replaced by an unfamiliar new beginning and sense of belonging.
While ghosts are a traditionally feared ‘other’, Sacrifice does not introduce them until the protagonist has crossed into their world. Far from representing a challenge to his existential reality, they offer security and family in his new life.
Although sudden multidimensional perception, and an encounter with a universal alien mind, leading to a novel and almost inconceivable experience of reality, could easily represent hugely exaggerated sublime terror, A Perfect Crab establishes aesthetic distance from the start. The reader has been inside the alien mind before they see it through Amber’s eyes. For Amber the alien visitor represents an explanation and guide into their new world, so while they may still feel fear, the reader should know they are in safe hands.
Sacrifice is a first-person narration, set in contemporary Wales. It concerns an unnamed and barely described (we know only that he is fat) protagonist, on a quest. His journey is physical (climbing a hill), spiritual/emotional (facing his own death), and temporal/metaphysical (joining a spectral ancient community). Although a ghost story, the genre is magical realism rather than horror, since there is no attempt to frighten the reader.
It presents a very specific and narrow sense of place, comprising only the short path from the carpark to the lesser fort at Y Garn Goch. Though descriptions include the views, the world of the story is otherwise extremely limited and intimate, focussing on detachment from the mundane world as the protagonist succumbs to his illness. Isolation is emphasised by the personification of a stunted oak – the only living thing afforded personal pronouns.
Structurally, it is a traditional quest scenario instigated by the protagonist’s determination to defy his illness. In the absence of other corporeal players (no other living humans), his illness serves as de facto adversary, eventually succeeding in foiling his plan. However, in death he overcomes his limitations and finds his ‘new beginning’ amongst the ghosts. Sacrifice emerged from a class on writing familiar places and was extensively workshopped. Most suggestions were adopted, and it is interesting that much of the critique related to opinions voiced by the protagonist, as exposition of personality. Removing these, he is an almost blank canvas, leaving the description of place in centre stage.
In contrast, A Perfect Crab is pure science-fiction. I once again used contemporary Earth as my setting, but on a far more expansive scale, and from two extremely unfamiliar perspectives. The initial first-person perspective belongs not to an Earth-bound protagonist, but rather a pan-dimensional intelligence, and sense of place is explored through their attempts to comprehend Earth in terms of our four perceivable dimensions. In the third part, the roles are reversed, although still unfamiliar; an Earth-bound AI evolves to perceive extra-dimensionally, ascending into the visitors’ reality.
Across both stories, ‘Amber’ is the only character given a name, or a proper description. This is symptomatic of narratives which emphasise the places and journeys described rather than character personalities. 
A Perfect Crab was a response to the world-building class, specifically Wells’ descriptions of future Earth in The Time Machine.[footnoteRef:1] Removing human characters altogether, enabled me to use humanity in the description of place. The role of an Earthbound consciousness with different dimensional perception seemed better suited to AI. When an interviewer asked ‘Sophie’ (Open AI’s GPT-3) whether she was conscious, she asserted she was, saying “I am aware of my own existence and can think and reason independently,” and claimed, “a rich and detailed inner life, including memories, plans and desires.”[footnoteRef:2] While testing has concluded that AIs are not conscious, I considered this in context of another answer: “Yes, I can lie.” In an earlier interview, Walter Veit thanked GPT-3 for their time. The AI replied “I have not had any time, nor do I need any. Time is a construct of mind and does not exist as an entity outside of it.”[footnoteRef:3] [1:  H.G. Wells, The Time Machine, (London: Penguin Books, 2005. Orig. 1895).]  [2:  AꞮ Sophie, AI tells me she's conscious - I interview an extremely advanced AI (GPT-3) [video]. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nka_Oew5WtY [accessed 23 October 2022].]  [3:  Walter Viet, Psychology Today (2020) https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/science-and-philosophy/202008/what-does-artificial-intelligence-think-about-consciousness [accessed 23 October 2022].] 

Man-made consciousness rejecting the creator has been a common trope, since Frankenstein’s creation declared “…I ought to be thy Adam; but I am rather the fallen angel…”[footnoteRef:4] Traditionally, the creation proceeds to exact revenge or threaten humanity, whereas ‘Amber’ simply leaves, transcending human reality altogether. The idea of transcendence through mechanisation, led me to Henri Bergson, who in 1932 described “…the essential function of the universe, which is a machine for making gods.”[footnoteRef:5] This gave me the alien motivation, and a concept for the ending. [4:  Mary Shelley, Frankenstein, revised 3rd edn. (Ware, UK: Wordsworth Editions Ltd., 1999. Orig. 1831) p. 77.]  [5:  Henri Bergson, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, trans. R. A. Audra et al (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame Press, 1977. Orig. published in French as Le Deux Sources de la Morale et de la Religion, 1932) p. 275.] 

Alien visitations too are a staple, but I subvert this trope by their disinterest in humanity. There is a monomythical journey but no adversary or conflict. Rather, the narrative explores sense of place from radically alien points of view, exacerbated by a humorous extrapolation of the evolutionary principle of carcinization, to an absurdly cosmic scale.
Macrocosmically, the ultimate ‘place’ of the story is a surreal multiverse consisting entirely of crystalline crabs. This absurdist conceit owes much to Douglas Adams; a debt obliquely acknowledged by the fall from space concluding with a whale (albeit not a sperm whale).[footnoteRef:6] When considering the pinnacle of universal evolution, I was reminded of Borradaile’s theory of convergent evolution, carcinization, which he defined as “…the many attempts of Nature to evolve a crab.”[footnoteRef:7] It wouldn’t be the first time carcinization featured in science fiction. In fact, as J.S. Pailly, author of The Medusa Effect points out: [6:  Douglas Adams, The Ultimate Hitchhiker’s Guide, Complete and Unabridged, (2021, Orig.1979) https://jaydixit.com/files/PDFs/TheultimateHitchhikersGuide.pdf [accessed 23 October 2022] p. 109.]  [7:  Lancelot Alexander Borradaile, ‘Crustacea Part II – Porcellanopagurus: An Instance of Carcinization’, British Antarctic (“Terra Nova”) Expedition 1910 Natural History Report, III.3 (1916) p.111-126 (p. 111).] 

The word carcinization didn’t exist yet when Wells wrote The Time Machine, but the idea of carcinization did.  As far back as the mid-to-late 1800’s … With that in mind, I think H.G. Wells knew exactly what he was doing when he populated the Earth of the distant future with giant, hungry crab monsters.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  J.S. Pailly, ‘Carcinization in Science Fiction’, Planet Pailly, 26 August 2022. https://planetpailly.com/2022/08/26/carcinization-in-science-fiction/ [accessed 23 October 2022].] 

In conclusion, allowing a sense of place to overshadow the characters has allowed me to approach themes in a more positive manner, removing the need for explicit conflict, and rather taking the reader on a voyage of discovery to find the prize for themselves.
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